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THE 

CAPTIVE OF SAHARA 


CHAPTER I 



AVID, for heavens sake — stop playing that 
brutal thing ' I can t bear it It gets on my 
nerves ” 


The vehement utterance rose sharply above the 
haunting refrain that was filling the room with strange, 
heart-breaking melody, and dropping his hands from 
the keyboard David Arne turned to look half frown- 
mgly, half anxiously at the girl who sat huddled on the 
low fenderseat staring into the fire with weariness and 
dejection showing in every line of her slight, drooping 
figure Both attitude and tone were unfamiliar to him, 
and beneath the golden-brown moustache that scarcely 
hid them his firm hps tightened as he closed the piano 
and, going to her’ stood for a moment looking down on 
the bent brown head before he lowered his long length 
into the armchair against which she was leaning 
" Nerves, Isma ? ” he said incredulously " Since 
when have you developed nerves ? " 

She only shrugged her shoulders, and content, 
apparently, to let the question go, with the privileged 
assurance of an old friend he searched in his pockets 
for a pipe which he slowly filled and ht And for some 
time, making no further effort at conversation, he sat 
watching her closely through the upward wreathing 
spirals of tobacco smoke 

The sound of a smothered sigh made him lean forward 
at last, and putting a hand under her chin he turned her 



2 


THE CAPTIVE OF SAHARA 

face up to his It was a lovely little face, at once sensi- 
trve and determined, -with clear-cut regular features, 
and character showing in the small mouth that could 
set obstinately m spite of its delicate curves But the 
soft rounded cheeks he had always known tinged with 
healthy colour were to-day deathly pale, and under the 
big dark blue eyes, usually so clear but now dull and 
tired looking, were heavy black circles that made them 
seem bigger and darker than they really were 

“ What time did you get to bed — this morning ? ” 
There was more peremptoriness in his tone than he 
knew, and already restless under his stare she jerked 
her head free “ That s my business/' she said shortly 

“ It’ll be a doctor's business if you’re not careful ” he 
retorted " When I came up to see you last month you 
were looking like nothing on earth, and I’ve been worry- 
ing ever smce That’s why I’m here to-day And 
to-day you look like a ghost It’s no good hedging, 
Isma Out with it What was the ungodly hour ? ” 

Her chin went up indignantly " You haven t the 
remotest nght to ask,” she flashed, " but if it’s of any 
interest to you to know, it was about nine Now are 
j-ou satisfied ? ” 

Arne bent down to knock his pipe out with unneces- 
sary force on the hearth ‘ Yes,” he said grimly, 
“ satisfied that Lady Brough is an even bigger fool than 
I thought she was ” 

” That’s impossible But I wasn’t with Mary 
Brough last night ” 

There was something in her voice that made Arne 
turn swiftly to her again “ Look here, Isma,” he 
began 

But she nut him short " Now, David, that’s not 
allowed ’’—and she wagged an admonishing forefinger 
at him " There was to be no more barging into my 
affairs — I told yon that the last time yon came up 
You’re not going to ha\e me out on the mat because I 
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don't always go trailing at Mary’s heels She’s oaid 

want her ? aid ’ v Cart me about to Actions— if { 

Slutelv P erfectI y weI1 Daddy left me 

aosolutely free to do as I like in everything ” 

“ 2 ! £r“ t T know you were g° m 8 to live m London ” 

So tS ti tTf 1 WaS /° mg t0 be alone . wherever I hved 
that s that, and quite enough about me What s 

EaalT ’ Yo “' re *»W very fit “ Ho^tr 

Arne shook his head, his grave face growing- graver 

H ^ y ‘“4 «f macton he STTiSd 
with his back to the fire, his hands plunged deep in his 

?£f° h *T ' No ‘ *°° we “- 

been ha yebeen bothering him agam I've 

been trying to get him to see a specialist But von 
know what an old Spartan he is He only laughsat 
me Frankly, I’m not happy about him, and I don t 
hke leaving him alone That’s why I Sn ol stay a 
few hours I must get back to-night ” 7 

o Isma Crichton, who knew the great love that 
existed between Sir Michael Arne and hisson the short 

sgy rrrr a feeiuig ° f *£* 

■' W °I ds ex P ressed - and distress was 
mmgledwth reproach in the little cry that broke from 

„ T T? b ’ David , you shouldn t have come " 

, - *5 a 7, t0 come 1 d have come sooner if I could have 

Ss i lTT r EUt *» SS 

days so I shot up for an hour or two to— to have a 

last ktter^N fh y0U ' Isma U was s °methmg m your 
last letter Nothmg you actually said, but somethin? 

I seemed to read between the hues I got°Tn idea 
things weren't going well that you were up against rt 
omehow and it’s worried me, infernally I thought if 
I could see you perhaps you d tell me, let m^-Sp Jf 

tro P ble And there is trouble I saw 
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like you did last month But it is my business What 
touches you, touches me You ve known that all your 
life And I promised the Colonel I'd always stand by, 
always help in any way I could — if you ever needed me 
Can’tJE help now ? Can’t you tell me what the trouble 
is > It doesn t matter what you say to me, it never 
has mattered You ve always trusted me, always told 
me things, ever since you were old enough to speak at 
all Why can’t you speak freely now, as you used to ? 
Don’t you trust me any longer ? Sometimes it seems 
to me as if you didn’t, for all this last year you’ve 
been different, you’ve been trying to keep me at 
arms’ length You’ve changed — a lot But I haven't 
changed I’m just — what I always was ” 

Once or twice while he was speaking her kps had 
parted as if interruption was imminent But she heard 
him out in silence, and for a moment or two longer kept 
silent, frowning thoughtfully at the fire 
" No," she agreed, at length, “ you’ve never changed 
Not even the War could change you You’re too 
honest, too steadfast, ever to change I suppose it s 
because you're so strong, so sure of yourself You 
make up your mmd, and stick to it That’s why 
people always trust you ” r 

" Then why can't you trust me ? ” 

" I do trust you, both you and Sir Michael But 
everything's different now I’m not a child any longer, 
David You always seem to forget, as Daddy forgot, 
that I grew up during the War I’ve got to stand on 
my own feet now, fight my own battles and settle my 
own difficulties ’’ 

Arne dropped one hand on the slim shoulder nearest 
to him " That’s all very well, up to a point," he said 
gruffly “ I’m not doubting your ability to stand on 
your own feet, and God knows I don’t want to interfere 
in your affairs But when it is a question of your 
happiness— -I can’t stand aside and say nothing For 
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heaven’s sake, child, forget for a moment you’re grown 
upland tell me what the trouble is ” 

“ Isn’t it enough that I've lost Daddy,” she answered 
unsteadily “I can’t get used to it It hurts more 
now than it did even at first You know what fee was 
to me — father and mother in one — just everything 
And everything I ever cared about seems to have gone 
with him We hadn’t a thought that wasn’t the 
other’s There was only one mind between us And 
now, now — oh, David, why did there have to be a War ? 
Why did Daddy have to be taken from me ? To go 
through from the beginning without a scratch — and 
then, at the last minute, only an hour before the Armis- 
tice ’ — she paused for an instant, teeth clenched on 
trembling lip — " and after that — those two awful years 
— a helpless cnpple, Daddy, who was always so strong, 
so young When he died last year the best of me 
seemed to die too It’s left me hard, and bitter — and 
hateful I’ve never been able to speak of it before, 
never wanted to speak of it, even to you, and you cared 
for him almost as much as I did I want to forget 
All the time I ’m trying to forget That’s why I’m here, 
in London, dancing all night — and coming in with the 
milk every morning,” she ended, with a sharp, almost 
defiant, little laugh that brought a smothered oath to 
Arne s hps 

" Give it up,” he burst out " It’s a rotten life You 
don’t like it You can t make me believe you like it 
You haven’t one interest m common with this set of 
cocktail-dnnkmg, Bridge, and dancing maniacs you’ve 
mixed yourself up with Bright Young Things, are 
they ? My God > girls who play at being boys, and 
boys who look like girls-— slack-backed, unsexed deca- 
dents the lot of them, with minds like sewers They’re 
not your sort, and never will be You’re too healthy- 
minded, thank heaven Get out of it, Isma Get out 
into the clean air and the country where you belong 
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You weren’t made for a town with all its filthy vjpe 
and rottenness ” 

Isma shrugged her shoulders impatiently 
“ It’s all very well to say get out,” she expostulated, 
" but^where can I go ? If I could have stayed on at 
Kings Cnchton it would have been different I should 
have had the place to run I shouldn’t have had time 
— to think Of course I always knew it would go to the 
Digby Crichtons, that I’d have to leave it when 
Daddy died. That s why I always hated being a girl 
But I never realised, until the time came, how hard it 
would be It was something I always put out of my 
mind as too awful to think about And now — oh, 
David, you don t know how it hurts I m just heart- 
sick for it ” 

Blinded with sudden tears she stumbled to her feet 
and stood shaking with the effort she was making to 
control emotion die had never surrendered to before 
And as his arm went round her she gave way utterly, 
sobbing like a child with her head pressed closely 
against the rough tweed of his coat 
But quickly she regained command of herself With 
a stifled, “ Hanky, please I can t find mine,” she drew 
away, choking down her sobs and dJbbing at her eyes 
with the very adequate article he had supplied “ I 
don't know what s the matter with me to-day,” she 
sniffed. “ I don’t know why I’m telling you all tins ” 
Since the one instinctive movement he had been 
unable to suppress Arne had stood rigid, his hps tightly 
set to keep back the words that had. struggled for 
utterance And her own face hidden Isma had not 
seen the look on his during the short moment he had 
held her to him , nor did she see the little smile, half 
sad, half tender, that flickered across it now Reticent 
from a child, she had taken her father’s death hardly, 
repelling all sympathy and masking her sorrow with an 
outward show of cold indifference which had provoked 
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usiivefsal comment and deceived all who knew her with 
the* single exception of this one man whose greater 
understanding of her rather complex character had 
enabled him to see what was hidden from others Only 
he knew the true depths of her feelings, the full ^xtent 
of her loneliness and desolation, and only he realised 
the unnatural strain she had put upon herself But too 
wise m his knowledge to attempt to force her confidence, 
for more than a year he had had patience to wait, 
hoping almost praying, for her own sake, for the 
breakdown that had come so suddenly this afternoon 
Yet though his patience had been rewarded, though he 
knew he had made a big step towards restoring the per- 
fect comradeship which, until last year, had always 
existed between them, it was that same knowledge that 
warned him he must go warily, must avoid for the 
present all reference to the greater sorrow he guessed 
she still could not bear to enlarge on 

" Did you think I didn't know > ” he said gently 
“ My dear. I've always known what it would mean to 
you to leave Kings Crichton And I know its just 
dread of seeing the place under new conditions that has 
made you refuse Jo come to us all this past year But 
you’ll have to see it sofnetime you know And the 
longer you put it off the harder it will be for you Why 
not take the plunge and get it over ? You ve only got 
to make up your mind — and the thing’s done We all 
want you The Governor says the Abbey isn t the 
same place without you running m and out all the 
tune And I ■” 

“ Oh, I can’t,” she broke in hurriedly, " not — not 
yet It’s too soon I’d see Daddy everywhere ” 

" And if you had been able to stay on at Kings 
Crichton, wouldn’t it have been the same there ? " 

" No — yes— oh, I don't know I tell you I can’t 
corner to the Abbey yet Why can’t you understand ? 
Why can't you let it be ? ” 
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" You never used to look at your fences before takijag 
them ” The implied censure stung her as he had 
meant it to sting and she stiffened, her eyes beginning 
to flash wammgly 

“ You thin k — I’m being a coward ? " she jerked out 
“ I think you’re being — morbid,' he corrected quietly 
For a second she stared at him, her cheeks flaming 
Then suddenly, as he had seen her so often in her child- 
hood’s days, she lost her temper " I don t care two 
hoots what ypu think,” she cried passionately, “ and it’s 
damned cheek your criticising me, anyway Just 
because you played big brother and bulked me when I 
was a kid you needn't think you can bully me now 
Not on your life And if we re to remain friends you 
can just remember that, David ” Yet the words were 
scarcely out before she regretted them, and, bitterly 
ashamed of herself, dreading a rupture she had never 
contemplated, she turned to look into the fire, crump- 
ling and uncrumplmg the large silk handkerchief she 
had forgotten to give back 
But too well acquainted with her moods to be 
annoyed Arne only smiled “ I’m remembering a lot 
of things,” he drawled, ** but I don’t seem to remember 
that I ever— bulked you ” *' 

Neither could Isma remember* and contritely she 
swung round, words coming with a rush " Oh, David, 
I’m a beast You never did You were always far too 
good to me But you shouldn’t have come to-day 
I’m all to pieces I’m not fit to speak to anyone ” 
She paused, looking up at him doubtfully ” I didn't 
mean to tell you,” die went on more slowly, " but I 
don’t want you to go away thinking I’m a peevish brute 
for no reason at all ' Again there was a pause Then, 
in a whisper so low that he could scarcely hear it " I 
went through hell last night, David " 

The colour drained suddenly from Arne’s face, leaving 
it grey under the deep tan But as he stared down into 
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the frank eyes that met his only for an instant he saw 
m them, troubled though they were what brought a 
quick sigh of relief, while silently he cuised himself for 
the horrible thought that had leaped to his mind Yet 
it was no new thought She was straight as they were 
made, but she had mixed up with a reckless crowd, and 
all this last year he had been afraid — God how afraid 
he had been for her alone in this damnable sink-hole, 
m this mad, unrestrained world turned topsy-turvy 
since the War And there was nothing he could do, 
nothing he could say more than he had said already 
many times — and been ticked off as often for inter- 
fering Thank heaven he had kept his fool mouth shut 
a moment ago, and not given himself away completely 
As it was she seemed to have noticed nothing, to be no 
more aware than he how long it was since she had 
spoken the words that had given him one of the worst 
moments he ever remembered 
Breathing another sigh of relief he moved nearer to 
the fire 

What about — last night ? ” Not quite under con- 
trol yet his voice rang harshly and, startled, Isma 
looked up with a nuzzled frown 

" Last night ? * she repeated “ Well, it’s rather a 
long story and to make you understand 1 11 have to tell 
you what led up to it I know you and Sir Michael 
think I’ve been utterly rotten all this last year Oh, 
you needn't look like that I know you do, and I don’t 
blame you either I have been rotten But I haven t 
only been dancing and playing Bridge and drinking 
more cocktails than were good for me I’ve been doing 
something else, in between whiles, something I had to 
do to make up for being sb absolutely useless during the 
Wax_ It was bad enough the first two years, being kept 
at school And when I made Daddy take me away he 
wouldn’t let me be a nurse — I don’t know why, but I 
expect he was right, really Anyway, I wasn’t sorry, 
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for I should have loathed it — all the fuss, and the potjy 
little rules and restrictions I mean And some of «tne 
Sisters — well, I've heard girls who were V A D's talk, 
and I know I shouldn't have been able to stick it 
What J really wanted, and wanted desperately, was to 
get across to France and drive a car for one of the con- 
voys But you know how it was I groused enough 
about it m my letters to you — they wouldn't take me 
because I wasnt old enough And driving those 
ambulances here m London wasn’t the same thing 
Then the Armistice came and Daddy was brought 
home to me, and I had him to care for But after he 
died, and I had to leave Kings Crichton, I began to 
worry again, wondering what on earth I could do to 
make up for the little I had done There were plenty 
of obvious jobs but there didn’t seem to be any lack of 
helpers for those People were tumbling over them- 
selves to walk out the blind men at St Dunstan’s, and 
lend cars for the cripples at Roehampton and the other 
ordinary hospital boys I wanted something harder to 
do than that I hen suddenly one day I remembered 

the men Daddy had once told me about — the men 
who aren t men any more but ]us # t disfigured, dis- 
membered fragments of men, who are hidden away and 
not talked about because people can’t bear to think of 
them to remember what they represent I thought if 
I could help with them it would make me happier, make 
me feel I was doing something, at any rate I went to 
Sir Gerald Lowe — the surgeon, who "was so good to 
Daddy— and asked him how I could set about it Of 
course he tried to put me off — the same silly old cry 
I was too young, it wasn’t a girl’s 30b I told him I 
didn't mind horrible sights, that I wasn’t troubled with 
what Jinny calls ‘ the queasies,' and I badgered the old 
thing until he gave m and said I could try He put me 
through a kind of probation test, the less revolting 
cases first, until I satisfied him my nerves were all right 
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Then he took me to one of the worst places, and I've 
beeh going there nearly every day ever since It was 
pretty awful for the first week or two, but I’m used to 
it now — as used as one can get I’ve never found it 
difficult to talk to the men, and of course that’s been a 
help And some of them are so extraordinarily interest- 
ing But when you think of what they were, and then 
see them as they are now — oh, David, it’s ghastly It 
makes one wonder if they ought to be allowed to live 
at all, if it wouldn t be kinder to put them out of their 
misery But I suppose that’s the result of civilisation 
Well, all I can say is I’d rather be uncivilised And 
most of them are so plucky, it just tears one’s heart to 
pieces I thought I knew what com age was, watching 
Daddy all those months, but I never had the vaguest 
idea until I started this work how far human endurance 
could go It makes me ashamed every tune I see them 
About five months ago they gave me my special case 
I call him that because he never had any other visitor 
He was one of the worst and one of the hardest cases 
He was only a boy, well under thirty, and he had lost 
everything Arms and legs all gone, and one side of 
his face simply wasn’t there But his brain was un- 
touched, and it never gave him any rest or peace He 
was an East-ender, used to work in the docks before 
the War, sharp as a needle and with a vivid imagina- 
tion, as so many of them have He had taken to 
soldiering liken duck to water, had meant to stay on in 
the army after we’4 ‘ blown the Kaiser to hell ’ as he 
said Then he got knocked out, and all his dreams 
went west If he hadn't had imagination, hadn't been 
so proud of his physical strength before, it might have 
been easier for him But the contrast was too great 
He wasn’t a man any more, he said, only a revolting 
object of pity he didn’t want and would damn you if 
you offered it — something that ought to have been 
knocked on the head like a maimed dog Because he 
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couldn't die he hated himself Because the doctors 
tried to keep him alive he hated them Sometimes he 
seemed to go raving mad, hke a wild beast And the 
horror of it was he was really sane, absolutely sane, the 
whole time I only saw him hke that once And 
when it was over he asked my pardon for making a 
scene Think of it ! That was the only time I ever 
broke down I couldn't help it I just stood there 
and howled And he begged me not to say anything 
about it in case they, meaning the Authorities, wouldn’t 
let me see him agam And nobody ever knew He 
had a httle room to himself, and fortunately the nurse 
was out of ear-shot But that was after I got to know 
him well I don’t know how they ever induced him to 
let me see him the first time He wouldn't see anyone 
Some of his mates had tried, but it wasn't any use I 
always think the man who looked after him must have 
put in a good word for me We’d got to be rather 
pals over some of the other cases Anyhow, one day 
I was told I could see Hams if I wanted to Of 
course by then I knew all about him — all, that's to say, 
the staff could tell me And it didn t amount to much 
He was sullen with everyone, and Ijp seemed to take a 
horrid sort of morbid pleasure in making the worst of 
himself The moment I walked into the room I saw he 
was out to make it as difficult for me as he possibly 
could He was propped up m a chair by an open 
window looking out over a square where there were 
trees He didn't look when I came in, and I could only 
see the unscarred side of his face I made some per- 
fectly futile remark about it being a fine day, and he 
growled out that one adjective day was the same as 
another to him Then he flung his head round-— I can't 
describe his action any other way — and glared at me 
And seen hke that he was pretty ghastly But he 
wasn’t much worse to look at than Henry— you remem- 
ber, our old gamekeeper whose gun burst and blew half 
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his face off when I was a kiddy But of course he 
dicfci’t know anything about Henry, and he was just 
morbidly hopmg I'd look sick or disjgusted or something 
that would give him a chance to jibe ' Pretty, ain’t 
it ? ’ he sneered So I told him I’d seen worsg, and 
asked him if he’d like a fag He said he hadn’t any use 
for ladies’ muck So I said neither had I, and shoved 
an appalling stinker into his mouth and lit it, and one 
for myself, and sat down on the window-seat to try and 
talk But I didn't make much headway that day I 
couldn't get a line on him no matter how I tried, 
couldn’t get anything out of him at all It was like 
beating against a stone wall And when time was up I 
thought that first visit was going to be the last But to 
my amazement he asked for me the next day And 
then, my hat, I went through it I He talked the whole 
time — I could hardly get a word in — all about the 
beastly things that had happened in France, the filth 
and the smells, the way men got ripped into shreds, the 
human bits and pieces they found when old trenches 
were reoccupied He went on piling horror on horror 
till I could have yelled But I didn t yell I'd have 
bitten my tongue through first I knew he was only 
trying me out, seeing how much I could stand And he 
didn t try it again He was just sulky, or vilely rude as 
the mood took him, and I used to wonder why he still 
asked for me Then one day, quite by chance, I found 
out what had been the absorbing hobby of his life 
You 11 never guess, David Of all things in the woild — 
mice 1 I never was so thankful I’d kept the nasty little 
beasts myself when I was in the nursery But I found 
I was fnghtfully out of date The fancy has gone ahead 
smce my time I only had white mice It seems there 
are dozens of other varieties now Well, anyhow, mice 
did the trick He’d always kept mice, was an expert in 
mice, had even earned them in his pockets m the 
trenches They were a godsend, those mice And 
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when I got home that afternoon I roped in Parks, ex- 
plained the difficulty I was m, and told him to get' me 
all the papers and periodicals he could that dealt with 
mice, and reported mice shows And you know what 
old Parks is You never can stump him He started 
off that very evening, and I was simply snowed under 
with mice literature It was plain sailing with Harris 
after that He'd talk mice by the hour Then I 
thought I d go one better and try and get him inter- 
ested m other things So I asked if I could take him 
out m the Car They said it would be all right if I could 
persuade him, but he was so sensitive about himself they 
didn’t think I’d ever get him to agree It was pretty 
hard work, but eventually I did persuade him, and I 
had him out several times But he was all messed up 
inside as well as being crippled, and about six weeks ago 
some complication or other developed and the drives 
had to be given up After that he went downhill fast, 
and Sir Gerald told me he couldn’t last much longer 
And the weaker he grew the more difficult he got to 
manage He was only quiet when I was with him So 
st!l these last weeks I’ve been at the hospital some part 
of every day I couldn t do anything, of course, and! 
he didn’t want anything except to know I was there, to 
have a pal standing by, as he said once And he made 
me promise I’d help him through at the last And, oh, 
David, I dreaded it For he thought death was the end 
of everything, that there was nothing to follow And 
though he often said he hated God, it was only a form of 
speech He didn’t really believe in Him He didn't 
believe m anything, and didn’t want to believe He'd 
keep quiet when I tried to tell him a little of what 
Daddy taught me, but it was only because it was me 
The Padre, who is an awfully good sort and knows how 
to talk to most men, he simply cursed out of the room 
And m the end the Padre gave it up He said he didn't 
want to be a traitor to his cloth, but he just couldn't go 
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on badgering the poor lad any longer , he'd done hxs 
best and he d failed, but he didn t believe m eternal 
damnation and he was sure Harris would get his chance 
in the next world all right So he left him to me And 
because I wanted him to die m peace, not with those 
awful blasphemies on his lips, I didn’t talk to him any 
more about religion I suppose there are people who 
would say the Padre and I were both wrong, but I can't 
help that One has to decide as one thinks best, and 
m this case I believe, and shall always believe, we did the 
only thing possible The odd thing was, Harris wasn’t 
afraid of death with no hereafter He’d talk of it 
quite dispassionately But he was afraid of what went 
immediately before, and he clung to my promise to see 
him through All this last week I ve known it might 
happen any moment, yet when I was with him yesterday 
afternoon he seemed a bit stronger But last night, 
just as I was going out to dinner, the hospital rang up to 
say would I come at once I went as I was, I didn’t 
even wait to change — and Parks rushed me to the 
hospital — I don’t know how we got through without 
being held up for breaking the speed limit And I waff 
there all night — h£ didn’t die until nearly half-past 
eight this morning I can’t tell you any more, David, 
it was too awful I only know I’ll never forget it as 
long as I live ” 

There was a long silence after Isma stopped speaking 
From start to finish Arne had made no comment, and 
he scarcely knew now what or what not to say Much 
that had puzzled him for many months was explained, 
but, angry with himself for having misjudged her, tom 
between admiration and disapproval — for the thought 
of what she had brought herself in contact with was 
horrible to him — he found speech of any kind difficult 

" I’d have helped, if you d only told me,” he mut- 
tered at last 

She shook her head " You wouldn’t have had the 
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time ” she replied “ You have the Abbey to run^nd 
Sir Michael and your own disabled men in the village to 
look after, to say nothing of all the work you ve taken 
on in the county Your hands are full — and you’re 
lucky I wonder if you know how lucky you are, and 
how I envy you ? I only had this one thing to do and 
I don’t feel I can go on with that just yet awhile I’m 
tired out I never realised until to-day what a strain 
it’s been And it would never be quite the same again 
1 he other men don’t need me the way that poor boy did 
I m ]ust where I was when Daddy died — I’m out of a 
job, and nobody really wants me” All the heart- 
hunger and loneliness she felt was in her voice Yet as 
she looked not at him but mto the fire she seemed to 
’have forgotten his nearness, to be only thinking aloud, 
talking to herself rather than to the man who had 
already a dozen times asked her to marry him, for 
there was no hint of provocation in her tone, no trace 
of self-consciousness in her unhappy, brooding little 
face 

Though he was perfectly aware of this, to Arne, who 
had come to her to-day determined on plainer speech 
than he had ever used before, it was ,an opportunity too 
•welcome to let slide 

" There’s one very lonely man who wants you ” 

he was beginning, but she checked him with a gesture 

"Please, please, David, don't start that all over 
again I’ve told you no, times without number Why 
can't you believe I mean what I say > I’m fond of you, 
yes But I don’t love you, and I don't want to marry 
you And you don’t really want to marry me You’ve 
got to marry somebody someday, of course That's 
understood But you only want me because you’re 
used to me, because we always did things together, and 
you dunk I wouldn’t turn the Abbey upside down and 
inside ou t or want to get rid of all the old servants like 
some of the modem girls you pretend you're afraid of, 
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And I can’t help it if Sir Michael is disappointed He s 
a darling, and I adore him — but I can t marry you ]ust 
to please him That s asking too much, and risking 
too much Of course if I thought you were going to 
break your heart about it I d hate to be talking hke 
this But you aren't, you know You didn’t start 
this silly business It's Sir Michael’s idea and Daddy's, 
rot yours, really You'd never have thought of it if 
they hadn't put you up to it So what is the use of 
trying to pretend what you don’t feel ? We’ve always 
been good friends You’ve always been perfectly 
sweet to me But you don’t care for me in — in — 
oh, you know what I mean You don’t really love 
me ” 

“ I don’t love you ? ” Fiercely he flung back the 
assertion, and before she could move she was in his 
arms The hold he had kept over himself for years was 
gone at last and, white-hpped his big frame shaking, he 
drew her closer and closer till under her cheek she could 
feel the heavy pounding of his heart, till his strong clasp 
became pain that made her want to cry aloud In that 
moment she learned the truth and, afraid of him for the 
first time m her kfe„she ceased to struggle and lay still, 
aghast at her own blindness, at the undreamed-of 
passion her thoughtless words had let loose Yet she 
had uttered them in all sincerity, believing what she 
said Never once had she had the faintest idea that his 
feelings for her were other than platonic, that the 
friendship with which she was content contented him 
no longer But she ought to have known, she told her- 
self miserably She ought to have guessed long ago, 
would have guessed — if die had not been so utterly 
selfish, so completely absorbed m her own sorrow She 
had thought only of herself, and she only was to blame 
for what had happened now 

“ I didn’t know,” she gasped " Oh David, I didn’t 
know ” 
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"You didn’t know,” he echoed bitterly, “or you 
thought all this last year that I was lying Which ? ” 
Then, as she made no answer “ Have I ever lied to 
you ? ” he went on more gently " Have I ever done any- 
thing that should make you think so damnably of me ? 

'Y'ou told me ] ust now I was honest If you believe that, 
do you think I d ask you to marry me if I didn’t love 
you, didn’t want you as I’ve never wanted for anything 
m heaven and earth ? I’ve always loved you, always 
wanted you When you were a child I used to dream 
of the tune when you’d ue old enough — to marry me, to 
give me the one thing that would make my life perfect 
Then when you grew older, because you never changed, 
because you always came to me with any trouble like 
you did when you were a little thing, I began to hope 
that some day my dream might come true And always 
I’ve gone on hoping, loving you more, wanting you 
more every day There’s never been anyone but you, 
Isma, and never will be A moment ago you spoke of 
the Abbey Do you think the Abbey means anything 
to me — without you ? While I live there can only be 
one mistress of the Abbey And though I want a son, 
God knows how badly, there will be po son to succeed me 
who isn't yours as well as mine ” He felt the shudder 
that ran through her, and his lip quivered as he stooped 
his cheek to the dark head lying agamst his breast 
“ Does it shock you so much to hear it,” he muimured, 
“ to know the dreams I ve been fool enough to dream ? 
I'd have told you long ago — if I d been able But I 
couldn't worry you with my selfish longings while your 
father needed you And since then you ve always shut 
me up, never given me the chance to say what I ve said 
to-day But it’s all true every w ord of it I love you 
more than I can tell There isn t a thought in my mind 
that isn’t of you, and for you I haven t a hope in the 
world that doesn't include you Child, child can’t you 
believe in me yet ? Can't you give me what I want ? " 
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The pleading in his deep voice was almost more than 
she ccjild bear But fear stronger than the new fear 
of him, was gripping at her heart 

“ I can t, ' she panted, “ I can t marry you I don’t 
love you enough ” 

“ But if I was willing to risk that — willing to chance 
you caring for me — someday ” 

“ No, no It wouldn’t be fair — to you And you 
don't understand I want to be free — quite, quite fiee 
I don't want to be married I don’t want ” — again 
he felt her shudder — ■" I don’t want — children ” 

Even before the stifled whisper reached him he had 
guessed, yet hope died slowly “ I’d leave you free,” he 
said huskily ‘ I’d wait — I swear it — never ask you, 
never urge you against your will — for anything And 
if I had to wait all my kfe I d still wait It wouldn t 
make any difference to my love Only give me the 
right to care for you Give me the chance to try and 
make you happy ” 

A great sob broke from her as she hfted her head, 
looking at him through a mist of tears “ Oh, don’t, 
don't," she wailed, ' don't make it harder for me 
than it is already Don t make me hate myself more 
than I do I’ve hftrt you and I never meant to I 
never dreamed you cared — like that If I could do 
what you want, I would But I can’t, I can t I’m 
— ■afrati ” 

Once more she tried to free herself straining against 
the powerful arms that wrapped her like bands of steel 
But for a moment longer he held her, tortured with the 
thought that he might never so hold her again, that his 
love, strong as it was, might never conquer the fear 
she had admitted And m the rush of overwhelming 
longing that surged through him, suddenly he lost 
control of himself 

Yet the long, suffocating kiss he forced on her brought 
him no joy, only a feeling of self-con tempt and loathing, 
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and a dark flush: spread over his tanned cheek as he let 
her go “ Isma — darling,” he muttered, " before God I 
never meant to do that ’ 

Breathless and swaying she stood looking at him, her 
hands clenching and unclenching, her eyes swimming 
with angry tears Then without a word she turned, 
and dropping down into the big armchair buried her 
head m the thick cushions To Arne her silence was less 
endurable than any outburst, and with heavy steps he 
strode to the window to lean agamst the casement and 
stare out into the darkening street where stood the 
low-built, high-powered car that was waiting to take 
him back to the north 

But of what passed beneath him he saw nothing He 
could only think of the look he had seen on her face 
before she turned away, a look he prayed passionately 
he might never see again Disgust, as wefl as the fear 
he had already realised Accustomed from babyhood 
to his constant companionship, to spend whole days 
alone with him, until to-day she had never shown any 
trace of embarrassment or sex-consciousness in his 
presence , while he, on his side, had never given her 
occasion But to-day he had let her know all the long- 
ing that possessed him, and her cold chastity revolted by 
a quick perception of the physical urge which had 
found expression in that unpremeditated kiss for the 
first time in her hf e she had shrunk from his touch— had 
shrunk from him as if he had been a leper Her con- 
fidence broken, she would never trust him again From 
now on she would always be fearful of a recurrence of 
what had shocked her, would think of him with loathing 
as just a hungry beast seeking its mate And wasn’t 
he? Ames face flushed again as he pondered the 
mental question In one sense, peihaps, yes, he ad- 
mitted to himself He didn’t pretend to be a saint, and 
he wanted what every healthy, vigorous animal wanted 
But far above that he wanted her happiness, the right 
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to stand between her and a world that might hurt her 
to know that she was safe, as m his love and protection 
she would be And now, at the very start, he had 
mucked up everything Why had he been such a 
damned precipitate fool ? Why couldn’t he have 
shown more understanding and consideration ? He 
had found her overwrought, her nerves jangling and on 
edge with the horror of the previous night, and m his 
infernal selfishness he had forced her through a further 
emotional strain she was not fit to bear That was all 
his love had brought her so far, only more trouble and 
•^unhappiness To save her even a sigh he would go 
through hell itself, and because of him she was crying 
her heart out over there by the fire 

Hot tears rose in his own eyes and he half turned, then 
swung back to the window again, tuggmg savagely at 
his moustache She didn’t want him, he reflected 
bitterly And if he went to her, what could he say ? 
Nothing she would want to hear He had made a rotten 
mess of things this afternoon But it couldn’t end like 
this Black as his chances looked now he wasn’t going 
to give up the hope of his life without another effort to 
get what he wantejf. He would have to start all over 
again, try before anything else to win back her confid- 
ence And then someday, please God, he might wm her 
love — and with love her fear must go But that day 
hadn't come yet, and there was the difficult position of 
the moment to deal with first before he could think of 
the future The impasse they had reached was im- 
possible One or other of them would have to make a 
move, and tf she didn’t speak soon he must But 
moment succeeded moment and he was still racking his 
brains for words when he heard the springs of the chair 
creak, then the sound of her light footsteps coming 
slowly towards the window It seemed an age before 
she reached him, before he felt the touch on his arm 
that made his pulses leap 
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Very gently his hand closed over hers " Does that 
mean I m forgiven. — that you’ll forget this afternoon, 
and let things be as they were ? ” 

For a moment she hesitated, her fingers plucking 
nervously at his sleeve 

“ I oughtn't to, for your own sake,” she faltered at 
last “ I ought to tell you to go away and not bother 
about me any more But I m too selfish I can t do 
without your friendship, David I can’t lose you — 
altogether ” 

It was a crumb to a starving man, but more than he 
had dared to hope, and his gloomy face brightened as^, 
he squeezed her hand reassuringly " 1 hat's all right, 
my dear, ' he said quickly, ' I'm not going to sulk just 
because you’ve turned me down If you want me any 
time you know where to send And if you don’t send, 

1 11 come along fast enough to see what mischief 
you’re up to,” he added with a smile And the old 
bantering tone that had come back into his voice, 
the abrupt resumption of his usual brotherly manner 
seemed to ease the awkwardness of the situation 
and lessen Isma’s own feeling of constraint But to 
neither did further speech come readily, and for some 
tune they stood side by side staring out silently into 
the darkness 

Then a street lamp near the house flared brilliantly, 
and at the same moment Parks, Isma's chauffeur, 
came leisurely up the area steps and crossing the pave- 
ment turned on the lights of the waiting car The 
sight of it made her forget all remaining embarrassment, 
and with a little excited exclamation she pressed nearer 
to the window, flattening her nose against the glass 
m her efforts to see more clearly “ Is that the 
new bus ? ' she cried eagerly " Oh David, what a 
dream ! What does she do ? What can you get out 
of her ? ” , 

Arne gave a little laugh " Come back with me to 
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the Abbey to-night, and see for yourself,” he suggested 
promptly 

Her whole thought still on the car Isma drew a deep 
breath “ I'd love to,” she burst out Then, realising 
the trap she had fallen into " Some other time, I 
mean, ' she amended m swift confusion “ I can’t go to 
the Abbey — yet ” And turning from the glittering 
temptation she walked back to the fireplace and 
began assiduously stirring the coals into a brighter 
blaze 

The gleam that leapt to Arne’s eyes faded " But 
you’ll come, some day Isma ? ” he said, with a touch 
of impatience as he followed her across the room 
She shot one quick glance at him over her shoulder, 
then looked down at the fire again If I come,” she 
hesitated, ” will you promise to — not to — I mean, you 

won t ” Stammering, she broke off, her face 

scarlet 

“ 1 11 promise to be the perfect little gentleman, if 
that's what you mean,” he smiled " And now that’s 
settled, when is it to be ? ” 

But an actual date was more than she was prepared 
to give, and though he stayed for a full half-hour longer, 
using every persuasion he knew he could get nothing 
from her but a vague assurance that it would be“ some- 
time this year ” And with no more than that slight 
encouragement to help him on his way he had to start 
back on the long run to Denes Abbey 
Left alone in the big room that seemed suddenly to 
have become strangely chill and empty, Isma sat on in 
the deep armchair, thinking of the friendship that had 
existed not only between her and the man who had just 
left her but between their respective families — a f nend- 
ship that went back many generations, for since 
Elizabeth’s time Ames and Crichtons had always held 
together All her life Isma had looked on Denes Abbey 
as a second home And all her life there had been 
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David, thirteen years older than she, to take the place 
of the brother she had never had 
Reluctantly at length she dragged her thoughts back 
to the present She had been horrible to him to-day, 
poor old David, she reflected with a heavy sigh, but 
how could she have guessed he was going to go off the 
deep end like that ? And, afterwards, she hadn’t even 
had the decency to make an end of the whole business 
once and for all She had let him go, still hopmg when 
she hadn’t the least mtention of marrying him If it 
had been anyone else she wouldn’t have cared, wouldn’t 
be feeling so utterly wretched and miserable But tq 
have to hurt David was ghastly And if he persisted m 
this hateful marriage idea she would have to go on 
hurting him — or do what even in her thoughts she 
shrank from with disgust and horror 
If it came to that I The sense of fear and powerless- 
ness she had experienced m his arms that afternoon 
rushed over her again with renewed force, and springing 
to her feet she fell to pacing the room, her hands 
locked tightly behmd her It was not his mere physical 
strength but the knowledge she had of his obstinate and 
determined nature that made her feel so helpless His 
will Was stronger than hers — he haS proved it time and 
again— and in the end he would get his way in this as 
in everything else, for when had he ever given up any- 
thing on which his mind was set ? 

For a moment she stood still shuddering with sheer 
panic Then common sense reasserted itself, and with 
a half hysterical little laugh she dropped down in 
the armchair again Had she gone quite mad > 
she asked herself angrily Her nerves must be in a 
pretty awful state if she could think drivel bke that 
People werent forcibly married in these days, and 
David wasn’t a savage to drag her off by the hair 
of her head 1 

She laughed again, but it was a laugh that was very. 
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near a sob Why, oh, why had David spoiled every- 
thing 1 by falling in love with her ? What was to be 
the outcome of it all ? Would it end m her having to 
break definitely with both him and Sir Michael ? Yet 
how could she bear to break with them ? She couldn t 
lose the only two friends she really cared for and really* 
trusted Lonely as she had been smce her father’s 
death she had always had the comforting remembrance 
that there was David and Sir Michael to depend on for 
help and advice whenever she needed it If she cut 
adrift from them there would be nobody left in the 
world, except some of the old servants, to care what 
became of her 

Tears rose in her eyes, and impatiently she dashed 
them away Getting soppy about it wouldn’t help 
matters And it wasn t any good blinking at facts 
It was only her own rank cowardice that had made this 
trouble between her and David All her life she had 
known his worth, more than any living soul she trusted 
and admired him, and if mamage hadn t been to her 
the unutterably loathly thing it was she could have sent 
him home happy this afternoon, and been happy her- 
self at this moment, as any ordinary woman would who 
had been lucky enough to win his love 

Another deep sigh came from her Why was she 
made so differently to other women ? "Why couldn’t 
she feel what they felt ? It would have been easy then 
to give him what he wanted, to fulfil the wish her father 
had confided the night before he died, and to please Sir 
Michael But she couldn t And the thought of Denes 
Abbey now loomed like a nightmare David she could 
trust to keep his promise not to trouble her, during this 
first visit, with any reference to what had passed between 
them to-day But Sir Michael was another story If 
she went to the Abbey Sir Michael was going to be 
difficult It was all going to be difficult— too difficult 
to cope with now when she was dead with sleep and 
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her brains felt like pulp And she hadn't given any 
definite date She needn’t decide anything to-mght 
To-morrow, or next week, or even next month would be 
time enough to think of it Meanwhile she was for 
_bed, as fast as she could get there 



CHAPTER II 


I N the chestnut-panelled room where centimes 
before the Virgin Queen had slept Isma stood look>* 
ing about her with a smile that held memory and 
pleasure and the faintest touch of doubt Who was she 
to occupy the Queen s Chamber ? she asked herself, 
frowning True she had only given a day s notice of 
her coming, and on her arrival an hour ago David had 
said the house was full but surely some other less impor- 
tant room could have been found for her Unless 

She made a httle wry face, then shrugged her shoulders 
and laughed softly at her own conceit It was the old 
housekeeper, Mrs Memdew, who arranged the guest 
rooms, not David, so she needn’t think there was any 
particular significance m the choice that had been made 
And, after all, it was a wonderful room, one she had 
always loved As a child she had spent many rainy 
days in it — grave and important with the trust reposed 
m her — playing Bess of England in antique finery 
borrowed from th® store of old clothes m the cupboards 
m the attics And once, a red-letter day that, she had 
even been allowed to shp her own slim feet into the pair 
of jewelled high-heeled slippers the royal waiting-maids 
had forgotten when their imperious mistress went on her 
way from Denes Abbey to tax the hospitality of some 
other loyal subject Tangible evidence of a memorable 
occasion, they had always been kept in the room, housed 
now for greater security in a small glass-fronted recess 
in the panelling near the big open fireplace where 
to-night two logs burned brightly on a pile of wood ash 
With another httle smile Isma moved across the 
intervening space to look at them, her mind going back 
to the time when she had gazed at the faded dainty 
relics with childish awe How long ago it seemed, and 
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how happy she had been then Would she ever be 
really and truly happy again ? Was she going to be 
happy here amongst all the old memories, or only more 
homesick and miserable ? 

It was nearly eight months smce that evening m 
London when she had promised David she would come 
to the Abbey — sometime Determined to postpone 
the difficult visit as long as possible, and London be- 
coming every day more and more unendurable, she had 
left England almost immediately, without seeing him 
again Smce then, driven by restlessness that only 
constant movement could alleviate, she had travelled . 
with the elderly maid who had been her nurse, half 
round the world and back again But travel had not 
given her the peace of mind she sought and suddenly as 
she had left England she had returned, m perfect 
physical health but restless and unhappy as she had 
been eight months before 

Abruptly she turned from the little show-case and 
going nearer to the fire stretched cold hands out to the 
blaze, her thoughts on the future What was life 
bunging to her ? she wondered What did she want of 
life, she who ever since her father left her had seemed to 
be seeking for something, an indeterminate longing she 
could never resolve into form ? Was it really only 
want of some definite interest and occupation, the old 
story of too much money and nothing to do, that made 
her days seem so empty and useless ? Yet what could 
she do > With her wealth, anything— -to help others 
less fortunate than she But not in London She 
could never live in London again Whatever die did 
must be done in the country — amongst strangers and 
strange surroundings 

Her lip quivered, and crossing to one of the deep 
window embrasures die slipped behind the drawn cur- 
tains to stare out into the moonlit park that stretched 
as fax as she could see Beyond the shadowy oaks and 
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beeches lay Kings Crichton, only five miles distant, 
where she had been born and was loved but where there 
was no welcome for her now Only five miles, and she 
knew every step of the way, could have walked it 
blindfold 

A choking sob broke from her If she could havS 
hved on at Kings Crichton with no problems and uncer- 
tainties to perplex her 1 In the dear home there would 
have been so much for her to do — a hfe’s work full of 
interest, duty that would have been pleasure, and 
unbounded scope for all her energy The farms and 
cottages, the many servants and dependants — friends all 
of them since her babyhood — if she could have gone on 
caring for them, working for and with them They had 
been like one big family, sharing each other's joys and 
sorrows, and now — many were already gone and others 
going, a new master and a new regime m which personal 
interest held no place Some of the letters she had 
received from tenants under notice to quit, tenants 
whose tenancy had continued from father to son for 
generations, had wrung her heart But she could do 
nothing It was no business of hers now, and her inter- 
cessions earned up weight with the far-off cousin whom 
she had never even seen and whose succession to the 
property seemed to be bringing only misery and discord 
to the people who before had always been so happy 
and contented And they were the people she loved 
and understood To the new owner they were merely 
machines, pig-headed clodhoppers who resented innova- 
tions and change 

And as it was now at Kings Crichton so it was with 
many of the neighbouring properties — old famihre 
impoverished by the War giving place to moneyed out- 
siders with no traditions behind them Names that 
had been household words gone off the map, and of the 
many who once held sway in the county only the Arnes 
and a very few others remained At Denes Abbey 
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there was no change, and never likely to be The 
Abbey estate was run as her father had run Kings 
Crichton, as she herself would have run it if she hadn't 
had the poisonous luck to be bom a girl But Kings 
Cuchton had passed to a stranger — and what other 
"place could ever be really home to her ? Tears filled 
her eyes, and turning from the window she went back 
into the room 

Perfect of its kmd it was, and as she looked at the 
stately carved bed with its tapestry hangings, at mas- 
sive armoires, at dower chests and heavy armchairs that 
were all museum pieces, a slow smile came to chase 
away her tears Would David’s wife — if he ever had 
one — love the Queen’s Chamber as she loved it ? or 
would she make a clean sweep of Elizabeth and her fur- 
nishings and substitute new hygienic monstrosities 
from -die Tottenham Court Road ? Not if David had 
any say in the matter And David would say a lot if 
any strange woman started monkeying with the Abbey 
Yet, if he loved her 

" While I hve there can only be one mistress of the 
Abbey ” Isma could almost hear the words, the strange 
passion in his voice that had been sg> new to her, and 
shivered It wasn’t any use trying to get away from it 
David wasn’t of those who change He loved her, and 
no other woman in the world would he ask to be his 
wife. And if David had no son then the Abbey too 
must pass to strangers, pass altogether from the line 
that had held it so long, for there were no Ames left to 
succeed when David died Must he go all his life lonely 
and unhappy because of her ? Must misery come to 
the Abbey, as it had come to Kings Crichton, just 
because she had been bom without the natural instincts 
of a woman 

Her face burned and agitatedly she began to pace 
the room Why was all this thrust on her shoulders ? 
Why must she have to decide the happiness of so many ? 
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She loved them, those kindly Abbey folk, knew them 
and loved them almost as well as her own people at 
Kings Cnchton — but the cost of their happiness was 
greater than she could pay She couldn’t surrendei her 
liberty, couldn t give herself— her body — like an^ 
animal — it was too ghastly, too revolting even to think 
of And to marry David under the conditions he had 
suggested was equally out of the question She would 
still be tied, morally if not physically while no man, 
certainly not David, could find happmess or content- 
ment in such a marriage and the end might be tragedy 
for both of them If she hadn’t been so desperately 
homesick, hadn’t yielded to that perfectly insane 
impulse to come here 1 She had only put heiself in a 
false position and raised David’s hopes for nothing 
It was a poisonous thing to have done But it was loo 
late to think of that now She was here, and here for a 
few days at least she must stay lhank heaven there 
was a crbwd in the house, things would be easier t nan 
if she had been the only guest 

The distant booming of a gong made her look at the 
watch on her wnst Only the warning gong, and still 
half an hour to dinner time But the message David 
had given her from Sir Michael, who was resting when 
she arrived, asking her to be down early ? 

With a hasty glance at an antique mirror hanging on 
the wall, a mirror tradition said had been bought 
expressly for the royal visitor s convenience, she went 
quickly out of the room 

The Queen's Chamber was m the central portion of 
the house, giving on to a square gallery from which long 
corridors stretched east and west and a double staircase 
led down to the big mam hall 

Complete silence reigned m the visitors’ wing when 
Isma reached the head of the stairs and ran down, her 
heart beginning to beat a little faster dor she rather 
dreaded this first mtemew with Six Michael Through 
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the empty hall she passed into the drawing-room, a 
somewhat formally arranged room which since Lady 
Arne’s death was only used on rare occasions Neither 
David nor Isma had any recollection of a mother 
^Mrs Crichton had died in giving birth to the girl who 
should have been a boy , while Lady Arne, many years 
younger than her husband who had waited until middle- 
age to marry, had broken her neck over wire m the 
hunting-field when her son was still too young to have 
any knowledge of his loss It was a strange fatality 
that twenty years later on the very anniversary of his 
wife’s death Sir Michael, already an old man, had taken 
a similar toss m almost the exact spot, an accident from 
which he had never completely recovered Yet, very 
tall and reputed to be the handsomest man in England 
— far handsomer than his more stalwart broader- 
shouldered son whose face was too strong for real 
beauty — he still held himself erect in spite of his age, 
still retained the courtesy and charm of manner that 
had made him a distinguished figure m diplomatic 
circles in his youth But the roving life of an attache 
had not appealed to him and when still quite young he 
had retired from public life Since <his wife's death he 

had lived only for the son he idolised His constant 
companion, friend as well as son, David was the pivot of 
his existence, and David s happiness his only thought 
and trouble 

Always Isma had known this And waiting for him 
now, in no small trepidation, her back to the fire and 
looking anxiously at the door through which he might 
come at any moment, she wondered how much he 
knew, if indeed he knew anything at all, of what had 
passed between David and herself m London and what 
his attitude was going to be She held the next place to 
David in his heart, but if he even thought that she was 
going to make Davtd suffer she knew very well whom 
Sir Michael would side with 
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When at last he came, with his usual quick step and 
carrying his white head high, sudden and unusual shy- 
ness kept her mute and motionless on the hearthrug 
And as she watched his easy and graceful passage 
between orderly arranged chairs and tables her face^ 
grew more and more perplexed, for though she was 
looking straight at him he did not seem to notice her 
and half-way across the long room he stopped and 
stood as if listening, his hands going out in a little 
fumbling gesture 

" Is anyone ” he began But already Isma had 

guessed, and before he could finish the question her 
strong young arms were round him and all her nervous- 
ness forgotten m a rush of sorrowful love and pity while 
her eyes searched the beautiful dark ones which, out- 
wardly unchanged, looked down sightlessly into hers 
“ Oh, Uncle Michael,” she breathed, and in her distress 
the old childish term she had not used for years slipped 
out unconsciously, “ I didn’t know Why didn’t 
David write to me ? ” 

For a moment he held her closely, then smiled and 
keeping one of her hands in his walked with her to the 
fireplace * 

" And where might David have written to. Miss 
Gadabout ? ” he retorted, still smiling, “ you never 
cabled an address without cabling the next day to 
change it David and I have learned more geography 
in the last eight months than we ever knew} before ” 

"But when I came— to-night, David never said 
anything ” 

" Because I told him I'd rather tell you myself, nr my 
own way 

“ And now you know, we won’t speak of it again I 
don't want any sympathy, little Isma You gave me 
that without needless words a moment ago After all, 
at my age, it’s a very little thing There are worse dis- 
abilities than blindness, my dear And I’m very 
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lucky, really I've David to be eyes to me, and the 
servants are all most "wonderfully kind and helpful, 
they never move a piece of furniture out of its place 
and I can find my way about every room So you see 
^it might be very much worse than it is And now 
""how’s my little girl been all this long time? Your 
cables were acceptable, but scarcely informative,” he 
added with a laugh And shakily she laughed back at 
him, knowing that no further reference to his affliction 
would be permitted , that she must suppress the emo- 
tion which, welling up in her throat, seemed to be almost 
strangling her With only one tight squeeze of the 
finely shaped old hand still lying on her arm she took 
up tiie cue he had given and began to speak of her 
travels, talking easily and naturally until by twos and 
threes the rest of the house party drifted mto the room 
They were mostly men friends of David’s, with a few 
youngish mamed women and, last to arrive, a white- 
haired stately old dowager marchioness, a cousin of 
Sir Michael's, who was a frequent visitor at the 
Abbey 

All her life Isma had known Lady Merston, and as a 
child had often been soundly rated by her for tomboy- 
ishness and youthful escapades But to-night she was 
received with very special graciousness, and a pro- 
prietary fussiness that drew many eyes in her direction 
and convinced her that not only Sir Michael but Sir 
Michaels cousin cherished hopes of the marriage 
which everyone except herself seemed to think was 
inevitable 

Growing every moment hotter and more ill at ease, 
and signalling furtively to the few people present whom 
she knew, she was trying to escape from the old lady's 
persistant and pointed questioning when Arne came in 
with a telegram in his hand and made his way to the 
group standing round the fire 

” No good waiting any longer for Hoyt and his 
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friend, sir,” he said to his father " I’ve just had a wire 
saying they missed the express from Birmingham and 
are coming on by a slow tram They can t get here 
now until ten ” 

In the dining-room a few minutes later Isma found 
herself placed next to Arne at the foot of the table 
where some of the younger guests were congregated 
Half-way down the opposite side, and at her own right 
hand were two vacant seats The men who had 
missed their tram, she decided, and bent to glance at 
the name card beside her Glanced a second time, and 
.then turned to Arne with a npple of mirth " Who s 
Alcibiades B Hoyt, David ? ” she murmured under 
cover of the general converation “ I never heard 
such a heavenly name ” 

Arne grinned responsively " Thought you'd like it," 
he replied, “ but you mustn't make fun of Alcibiades, 
Isma The Sagamore is awfully proud Of it Seems 
there s been an Alcibiades m the Hoyt family ever since 
the Flood — according to himself " 

" Yes, but who is he ? He must be an American, 
with a name like that ” 

“ He’s an American all right," nodded Arne, " and a 
regular old filibuster, always out for a scrap whenever 
he can get one Got Red Indian blood in him and 
doesn't know what the word fear means I met him 
m France, with a Canadian regiment who were billeted 
near us for a while He couldn t wait for his own 
country to come m, so he went Canadian for the War 
We were together in a mess-up early in '15, and after 
that I got to know him pretty well He did. me a very 
good turn once in France and I’ve often wanted to 
get him here, but I lost his address and couldn't trace 
him Then a few weeks ago he wrote from London 
saying he was in England on business with a friend and 
might he drop m some day ? So of course I told him to 
come, and bring his friend They've been here about 
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three weeks, off and on They seem to be making a 
tour of the principal manufacturing towns, as far as I 
can make out, though what mterest the Sagamore 
can have m manufactures beats me Roman remains 
are his speciality, when there isn t a w ar on some- 
' where ” 

‘ And his friend > " 

“ Is an Arab ” 

Isma looked up with a spoonful of soup poised half- 
way to her mouth 44 An Arab,” she ejaculated “ but 
how perfectly thrilling What sort of Arab ? One of 
those Mespot ones we helped or didn t help dunng the 
War, who are squabbling about Mecca and those 
greasy old pilgrims ? Is your Arab greasy, David ? ” 
‘ Sorry to disappoint you — no Quite the reverse 
Has a tub every morning, to my certain knowledge 
And he isn’t an Arabian Arab He comes from 
somewhere m the Sahara " 

‘ Sounds a vague sort of address But what’s he like, 
himself ? No, don't laugh, David I know you always 
say you never notice what people look like, but you 
notice a lot really and you ve simply got to tell me all 
about him before he comes I can*t somehow picture 
an Arab at the Abbey What on earth does cousin 
Minnie make of him ? ” Isma added, with a mischievous 
glance at the top of the table where Lady Merston was 
holding forth at length in her usual dogmatic fashion 
Arne shrugged his shoulders “ Better ask her,” he 
replied 44 She hasn’t favoured me with ah opmion 
But, honestly, Isma, I don’t know how to describe him 
except that he's just a little bit of a chap not much 
taller than you, and thin as a lath But he's all muscle, 
enormously strong, and, gad, he can ride I put him up 
on your Gadfly a few days ago, and the httle mare just 
loved him She's all over herself these days, doesn't 
get nearly enough to do I've only one lad who can 
nde her and she has him off five days out of six If she 
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was up to my weight I’d exercise her myself, but I’m 
stones too heavy So the lad has to do his best and 
she just plays with him, the cunning httle devil ” 

" She’s a sweet pet," Isma corrected indignantly, 
“ and I'm just aching to get her between my knees 
again Can’t we have her out early to-morrow, 
David, before breakfast ? You 11 have to be with the 
guns the rest of the day, won’t you ? " 

Arne's dark eyes lit with sudden pleasure " I 
hoped you'd suggest it,” he said softly, “ but I didn’t 
know if you'd want- — ” 

• “ want to ride my Gadfly ? ” Isma interrupted 

hastily " What else do you think I came here for ? " 
And with a httle grimace at him she turned to speak to 
her neighbour beyond the empty seat, determined to 
make David attend to his other guests for the remamder 
of dinner She had been the object of too much atten- 
tion already this evening she reflected, while aloud she 
chatted of mutual friends to the woman next her She 
wasn't going to play the role of prospective daughter- 
m-law just because it was expected of her And it was 
all her own fault She might have known, if she had 
only stopped to think, what her coming to the Abbey 
would naturally imply to everybody who knew her and 
David 1 he only thing she could do was to avoid being 
seen too much alone with him She would ride with 
him m the morning and any other morning he wished, 
before the rest of the party were out of their beds — for, 
after all, he was David and she wanted to be with him— 
but beyond that she must herd With the crowd And, 
in any case his duties as host would keep him pretty 
fully occupied 

It was this resolution that, after dinner, made her 
avoid the hall, where Bridge tables were set out, and 
retreat into the drawing-room to wander aimlessly 
about looking at pictures and cases of miniatures she 
knew by heart and ksten, without paying much heed, 



THE CAPTIVE OF SAHARA 


38 

to the steady flow of talk that came from Lady Merston 
who, sitting close to the fire on a hard straight-backed 
chair, for she despised the modem tendency to lounge, 
was laying down the law to a few selected victims 

Eventually the need of a cigarette, to which she knew 
' the old lady strenuously objected, drove her into the 
adjoining conservatory 

There, for nearly half an hour, she wandered amongst 
the ferns and palm trees, recognising old favourites 
and notmg fresh specimens that had been added since 
her last visit But the conservatory was full of 
memories of her father who had helped Sir Michael ta 
replan it, and memory became such pam that at last 
she went to re-enter the drawing-room As she reached 
the open door Lady Merston's voice came clearly and 

distinctly " most suitable m every way, and of 

course we have been expecting it for a long time The 
engagement will probably be announced while Isma is 
here David is " 

What David was Isma did not wait to hear With a 
smothered blasted old gossip," she turned and fled out 
into the moonlit garden, shaking with rage 

The night was cold but hot withr anger she scarcely 
noticed the fresh wmd blowing about her face and bare 
shoulders as she stood with clenched hands and heaving 
breast, wondering miserably if she ought to leave the 
Abbey the next morning or stay and pretend she had 
heard nothing But she had heard And those other 
women in the drawing-room — from now on they would 
be waiting and watching, spying on her at every turn 
making what she had hoped would be a happy time 
unendurable This way and that her mind went until 
at length soothed insensibly by the sheer beauty of her 
surroundings, she grew calmer And soon a coldtr 
gust of wind that whipped her short hair mto her eyes 
and made her teeth chatter, sent her back shivering to 
the house 
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Pass through the conservatory again and run the 
gauntlet of those goggling eyes she would not The 
front door was probably shut by now, for half an hour 
ago the stable dock had struck ten the tune the two 
men from Birmingham were expected but there was a 
small door near the gunroom which was usually left 
unl ocked until David went to bed It was unlocked 
to-night and, entering, she ran quickly through a maze 
of passages and up a flight of back stairs, then down a 
long corridor until she reached the gallery outside the 
Queens Chamber A glmce into the hall below 
showed several of the Bridge tables still occupied, but 
David was gone and Sir Michael s armchair by the fire 
was also empty David w as almost certain to be m the 
billiard-room, while Sir Michael had probably gone to 
bed Should she too slip away and try m sleep to for- 
get how unhappy and alien she felt m this house that 
before had always been like a second home ? But she 
wasn’t sleepy — and Alcibiades 1 She simply must see 
Alcibiades before she went to bed The billiard-room, 
which also held a grand piano was a huge room with 
two fireplaces, the principal one set in a deep alcove 
where were a chesterfield and sevc ral armchairs Here 
too were many memories of the past And as she 
came m Isma could almost see her father and Sir 
Michael, drowsy after a long day m the open, sitting 
half asleep over their cigars by the fiiesidc, and David at 
the piano with herself curled up m a chair beside him 
listening as she had loved to listen by the hour to h*s 
wonderful playing 

But to-night the piano was closed and David, stand- 
ing in the alcove with his back to the fire and a pipe 
between his teeth, deep in talk with the two strangers 

The first glance brought her a momentary feeling of 
disappointment The American, very tall and loosely 
made, with a keen thin face under a thick crop of pre- 
maturely grey hair, was a typical example of his kind 
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She had seen many like hun during the last eight 
months ' And the Arab No silk swathed turban, no 
flowing robes such as she had imagined Clad in cor- 
rect dinner-jacket and boiled shirt, and looking perfectly 
at home m them, his brown clean-shaven face only a 
shade more darkly tanned than David’s, the short 
slenderly built man might have been a Spaniard or any 
other Southern European Yet there was something 
Oriental in the supple gracefulness of his movements, 
and with it an intense but qmet dignity that sug- 
gested an age-old race as well as birth and breeding 
Obviously a gentleman, she decided, whatever,, his 
nationality, and exceptionally handsome though with 
the most tragic and melancholy eyes she had ever seen 
But what a shrimp he looked between tall powerful 
David and the equally tall big-boned American No 
wonder he could ride the Gadfly Well, the 'Fly 
wasn t for his use any more now she was here to nde 
the darling herself Ihere were plenty of other horses 
m the Abbey stables, devils too some of them, if that 
was what he wanted He certainly looked as if he 
could nde, but good rider though he might be David 
could probably knock spots off hin>if it came to a test, 
for David was a bom horseman and his favountes were 
usually vicious brutes that few besides himself cared to 
handle 

Cntically she looked at them both And suddenly 
an odd feeling of disinclination to have -anything to do 
with this sombre-faced Arab made her turn to the 
bilkard-table where a man and one of the younger 
married women were playing She had come into the 
room, as she thought, unnoticed But Arne had seen 
her quiet entrance, and when she moved to join the 
group of onlookers he waved and called to her 

Still with the same feeling of reluctance she went 
slowly to the alcove “ Where s Sir Michael ? ” she 
asked, before Arne could effect any introductions 
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" Gone o££ to roost,” he replied, “ has to keep early 
hours these days But where have you been hiding ? 
I've been searching the house for you ” 

“ Garden,” she said laconically, “ the drawing-room 
was — stuffy ” But she flushed as she said it, and^ 

Ame laughed as he glanced at her wind-tossed hair 
“ Sure it wasn't the stables ? ” he teased, “ I nearly 
went down there Thought you might be takmg a 
look at the little 'Fly " Then, with a nod towards the 
two strangers “ This is Mr Hoyt, Isma And the 
Sidi Said ben Aissa ” 

The American's greeting was characteristic and, seen 
nearer, Isma rather hked the look of his lean ugly face 
But the Arab seemed either shy with or indifferent to 
women Barely touching the hand she held out, and 
with only one swift glance at her, he murmured a few 
conventional words in perfect English though with a 
strong American accent, and then drew slightly away 
leaving his more effusive companion to carry on the 
conversation Yet more than once in the hour that 
followed Isma found him watching her intently, and 
annoyed by his persistent stare httle by little she moved 
her chair until Ante’s broad shoulders were between her 
and the penetrating dark eyes that seemed to look right 
through her 

But with the genial out-spoken Amencatt she was 
very quickly at ease, though his first words after she sat 
down were rather a surprise " I’d have recognised 
you anywhere. Miss Cnchton,” he smiled, subsiding on 
to the high fenderguard and crossing ofie lanky leg over 
the other “ I know your face quite well even though 
I haven't had the pleasure of meeting you before It’s 
this way I've got a sister, keeps house for me in 
Algeria where we live She's an artist, and a, mighty 
fine one too if I do say it, but she's got a bad habit of 
steahng portraits wherever she goes— m restaurants, on 
trains, on board ship, it doesn’t matter where When 
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she sees a type that appeals to her, for any one reason or 
another, out conies Cassie s sketchbook And believe 
me. Miss Crichton, I ve been through scenes, and paid 
fortunes to angry folk who didn t want to part with 
n their faces But no amount of talking from me will 
stop her Cassie is the most persistent female I've ever 
met up with Well, she took a trip out home a few 
months ago and on the tram somewhere she saw a face * 
and, being Cassie— I ve told you she’s a remarkably 
persistent woman — she got your name as well as your 
features And right now I’d like to tender my most 
humble apologies, for you 11 never get them from* 
Cassie " 

“ There’s no need,” laughed Isma, “ and I remember 
your sister quite well Tall and grey-haired, and looks 
at you over the top of her glasses She made an 
awfully good sketch of the negro porter on the tram 
He brought it to show me But I didn’t know she'd 
sketched me I’d love to have it Do you think she’d 
send it to me if I wrote and asked her > ” 

Hoyt’s smiling face became instantly grave " Miss 
Cnchton,’ he said solemnly, “you make me feel tembly 
But the fact is ” — he paused for a secend to scowl at the 
glowing end of his cigar — “ well my sister Cassie is as 
careless as she's persistent, and she lost that sketch 
shortly after she got back to Algeria Says it was m 
the portfolio with a lot of others last time she looked, 
and then the next tune it was gone Comes of leaving 
things lying around Y ou wouldn't believe the number 
of things she’s lost, and it don’t worry her one httle bit 
It’s only me that wornes I’m everlastingly buying 
shirts and socks Cassie can’t account for But I'll have 
another hunt for that sketch the very minute I get back 
to Algiers ” 

For a time the conversation ran on Isma’s travels 
Then a chance remark set both men talking of the War, 
story following story m rapid succession And when 
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Isma went to bed they were still talking, while in the 
far comer to which he had retired the Arab sat in silent 
aloofness staring broodingly into space 
It was nearly midnight, but in the Queen's Chamber 
Isma found her old maid dozing over the fire Tune 
and again, m view of her age, had she forbidden Jinny 
to sit up late for her But always Jinny was waiting 
And to-night, as always, remonstrance was useless and 
not until she saw her young mistress between the 
lavender-scented sheets of the solemn four-poster did 
she betake herself, yawning, to her own room 
. But sleep would not come to Isma and for long she 
lay awake tossing restlessly and thinking, until thought 
drove her from her bed and eventually out into the 
gallery that was faintly ht by the moonlight shining 
through a glass dome in the roof At the head of tne 
staircase she paused, then slowly, lingering on each 
step, went down She was in the empty ghostly - 
looking hall, where logs m the open fireplace were still 
smouldering when a faint sound coming from the 
direction of the billiard room brought her to a sudden 
halt to stand for an instant listening, and then speed 
swiftly back to her room to toss again m continued 
wakefulness for another hour 
Yet she was up early the next morning and her small 
sunburnt face showed no signs of broken rest when at 
half-past six, already dressed m the neat cut cords and 
tweed jacket Jinny had laid out for her the night 
before» she stood by the open window stamping her 
feet down more comfortably into her long boots and 
buckling the strap of her wrist watch 
The watch secured safely she picked up a hunting 
crop and pushing the casement windows wider leaned 
out, sniffing the fresh air eagerly Beneath her, 
stretching the length of the house, lay a wide stone 
terrace from the centre of which, directly opposite the 
windows of the Queen’s Chamber, a long flight of steps 
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led down to a sunk formal garden backed by a thick 
belt of trees that screened the stables 

On the ornamental balustrade at the top of the steps 
Arne was sitting, a cigarette drooping from his hps, his 
eyes bent on the flagstones he was idly switching with 
his whip Too early yet for the gardeners to be about 
there was no one else in sight, and, with a little grin, 
Isma swung herself up deftly on to the stone window- 
sill " Hi, David,” she called softly, " Catch ! ” and 
sending her ciop spinning through the air she clambered 
quickly down the thick wistaria branches that made an 
almost perfect natural ladder to the ground 

He was close beside her when she dropped lightly on 
to the flagstones and turned to face him, exhibiting 
dusty hands she proceeded to clean on her spotless 
cords 

“ My good child,” he began, " that wistaria ’ 

“ Safe as houses,” she broke in “ I've been there 
before And you looked so patient, I had to come the 
shortest way Hope I haven't kept you waiting 
long ? " 

“ I didn’t think you were awake,” he answered, as 
they went down the steps “ I was going to chuck up 
a stone in another five minutes ” 

44 And probably have broken the window,” she 
laughed “See what I ve saved you Cigarette, please ” 
Mechanically he held out his case, then drew it back 
“ Had anything to eat ? ” he asked, in the big brotherly 
voice of years ago that brought a meek “ Yes, sir — 
please, sir ” before she laughed again and took the case 
from his hand, jeering at him " You fussy old owl, 
you're as bad as Jinny who made coarse remarks last 
night about my ndmg on an empty ‘stomick’ 
Honestly though, I've had lots to eat Biscuits, 
dozens of them ” 

Crossing the formal garden where tile flagged paths 
were too narrow for two to walk abreast she drew 
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ahead, waiting for him when she reached the wooden 
door, set m the high red brick boundary wall that gave 
access to the little wood beyond And, waiting, she 
had time to study him more closely than she had yet 
had opportunity, for he was following slowly Last 
nigh t she had disputed Jinny’s assertion that his father s 
illness had aged him But now, m the daylight, he did 
look older and more like Sir Michael than she had ever 
seen him Yet his step was as springy his big muscular 
body as lithe and flexible as it had ever been Per- 
haps it was only loss of sleep that had brought those 
•deeply cut lines mto his face this mommg The 
management of such a large estate meant hard work 
for a man who was his own agent, and with a houseful 
of guests he must often have to stay up for hours 
working ofl arrears But he hadn’t been working last 
night — not all the time 

“ Do you often sit up all night playing to yourself, 
David ? " she asked, after he had let her through the 
door and they were walking towards the wood 

" How do you know I was playing last night ? ” he 
countered 

She flicked her whip at a fallen branch, and jerking 
the lash back coiled it up in her hand “ I couldn t 
sleep," she explained, " so I took a wander round the 
house I thought a change of atmosphere might do the 
tnck Counting sheep wasn't any earthly I hoped I 
might meet the wicked Sir Geoffrey in the hall, chains 
and all, but I didn t even get a sniff of him I never 
did believe in your old ghost, David " 

“ Got as far as the hall, did you ? ’’ he smiled " Well 
you might have come along to the bilhard-room when 
you knew I was there " 

" In my pyjamas — at two o’clock in the mommg ? 
David!” She spoke laughingly, never dreaming he 
would not laugh too 

But to her dismay, for it was so unlike him, he blazed 
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into totally unexpected anger " Oh, for God’s sake, 
don't be so absolutely ridiculous,'' he said sharply 

And all at once she understood, realised what her 
presence here must mean to him, the strain it must be 
to keep the promise he had made, the mingled feelings 
of pain and pleasure that were racking him Until this 
moment she had never thought how her visit to the 
Abbey was going to affect him She had only thought 
how difficult it was going to be for herself But she 
knew now, knew too that absence had not lessened but 
rather strengthened his love and that it was not merely 
overwork and anxiety about his father that had cut 
those new lines m his face 

At the thought her lip quivered, and a sense of deep 
unworthmess, of wonder that he could care so much, 
came to her No woman in the world was good enough 
for David, yet he loved her and she was only making 
him suffer And because he was suffering, because the 
effort to keep a hold over himself was costing him more 
than perhaps he knew he had chosen to take seriously 
what she had uttered in jest Yet, after all considering 
the position that existed between them now it was 
perhaps just as well he had taken l^er seriously 

“ I'm not being ridiculous,” she said gently, “ but 
you're forgetting, David I’m grown up now " 

" Grown up 1 " he echoed almost fiercely, " and what 
in heaven’s name does that matter — to you and me ? 
What difference does it make ? Do you think, because 
you're grown up, that I m not to be trusted alone with 
you any more, that I can’t behave as decently to you at 
two o’clock in the morning as I would at two 0 clock in 
the afternoon ? Do you think me such an unspeakable 
cad ? And I gave you a promise before you came here, 
didn't I ? ” There was bitterness in his voice she had 
never heard before, and the quick glimpse she caught 
of his face showed it hard and bitter as his tone If 
this sort of thing went on m another minute they d 
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be really quarrelling, she thought miserably and she 
wasn’t going to quarrel just because David was being 
thoroughly masculine and illogical 
With a gesture that was half exasperation, half 
entreaty she swung round, catching at his arm " Oh, 
David, do stop talking such ghastly rot," she cried 
impatiently “ You know perfectly well I didn’t mean 
I couldn t trust you I m perfectly happy to be with 
you anywhere, any time, and I'd have come to the 
billiard-room like a shot if I was staying here alone 
But suppose someone else had been wandering about 
the house last night — well, it would have been a bit 
difficult to explain, even in these days, wouldn’t it ? ” 
It was not quite the truth, for when she had fled back 
to her own room the previous night it was in sheer fright 
that had driven her to cower under the bedclothes while 
she tried vamly to understand what had come over her 
Foot by foot, while she listened to the distant music, 
she had felt herself being drawn nearer and nearer to 
the billiard-room until sudden realisation of what she 
was doing had sent her rushing up the stairs again It 
was only the music and nothing but that, she had told 
herself then And «t was only his music, which had 
always appealed to her, she assured herself now But 
truth, or only half truth, it seemed to satisfy Arne and 
his face cleared instantly 

** I rasorry "he said gruffly “ I’m the worst kind of 
fool But sometimes — sometimes I wish to God you 
were a child still " 

" You can’t wish it more than I do," she sighed 
“ I hate being grown up Everything’s different, and 
everything's just— hateful But there it is It can’t 
be helped Only we mustn't quarrel, David, whatever 
happens I know I m hurting you I know I oughtn't 

really to have come here, but " 

* ‘ Thank God you have come,' ' he broke in " You’ve 
made the Governor happier than he’s been for a long 
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tune And you needn’t be afraid he’ll worry you with 
any questions you don’t want to answer while you’re 
here I gave him a pretty plain hint before you came 
that there was one subject you didn t wish mentioned 
I told him you wanted to travel for another year or 
two before you thought about settling down — any- 
where So you 11 know what to say if he speaks 
about it ” 

She gave his arm a tight squeeze, for speak at the 
moment she could not And until they reached the 
edge of the little wood she kept silent There, in sight 
of the old red brick stables that were built round a 
quadrangle, she turned in sudden irrelevant question 
“ Why do you call Mr Hoyt, the Sagamore, David 7 ” 

Arne, who had been walking with his eyes fixed on 
the ground, looked up at her inquiry “ It was the 
Canadians’ name for him,” he explained " His people 
were amongst the first of the old pioneers in America, 
and his great-grandmother was an Indian chief s 
daughter He's a throw-back in some ways, and the 
Canadians said that whenever they got to close quarters 
with the Boche he used to whoop like a Comanche, 
whatever particular breed of aramal that may be 
But what made you think of Hoyt, Isma ? ’’ 

" He's just gone into the yard, with his friend,” she 
replied 

An emphatic " Oh, hell 1 ” came from Arne and he 
pulled up short, lookmg at her in dismay “ I’d for- 
gotten ah about them,” he said with a little laugh as he 
started to walk on again ” They can both of them 
nde anything, and I gave them the run of the stables 
I never thought about them coming down this morning 
How the dickens shall we get nd of them ? ’ But he 
got no answer for while he spoke they passed into the 
clock-surmounted archway leading to tide stables and 
Isma was already half-way across the yard, flying with 
outstretched arms towards a little grey mare that, 
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rearing and kicking, was making strenuous efforts to 
break away from an exasperated groom 

Standing in the shadow of the archway Arne saw 
T pmfl reach her pet and, snatching at the bridle, thrust 
the groom aside , saw the httle mare, quiet on the 
mstan t and whinnying softly, push her sensitive 
muzzle against the girl’s face, agamst her breast— and 
knew envy he had never thought to feel Envy of an 
animal Jealous of the Gadfly It had even come to 
that, had it ? The damned fool he was ' 

For a moment he hung back, swearing under his 
breath, then moved to join Hoyt and the Sidi who weie 
mming out of the harness-room followed by the old 
stud groom 

From the mare's neck, when the three men reached 
her, Isma lifted a flushed and laughing face But 
there were tears m her eyes even while she laughed 
" She knew me at once, David,” she exclaimed trium- 
phantly, “ and it’s nearly eighteen months, bless her 
She’s the one I loved best,” she went on, addressing 
Hoyt rather than his companion, " and when I had to 
give up my horses some time ago I couldn’t bear to sell 
her, so David took her to keep for me ’ Then, as a big 
rawboned chestnut plunged out of one of the loose- 
boxes, she added with a disarming little smile “ I’ve 
been looking forward for months to riding her again, so 
you won’t mind if I cany David off now, will you ? ” 
and was m the saddle before anyone could help her, 
laughing and calling to Arne while for a moment or two 
the mare bounced from side to side frantic with 
excitement and then bolted out of the yard 
On his host, struggling with his own excited mount 
and mumbling awkward excuses, the American be- 
stowed a wmk and a sympathetic grin “ Don't you 
Worry anything about us,” he drawled, “ you go catch 
that grey streak of hghtning, if you can My money’s 
on Miss Crichton " And, gnnmng again, he linked his 
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arm m the Arab’s and drew him away to another range 
of boxes where two more horses stood ready saddled 
The chestnut went through the archway in a clatter- 
ing rush, and down the long winding west avenue at a 
gallop in pursuit of his stable companion But not 
until they reached the lodge gate, a mile and a half 
away, did Arne see Isma, the mare drawn to a stand- 
still, waiting for him When he drew alongside she 
raised mischievous eyes that were like the child’s eyes 
of a few years back “ Didn't I manage that nicely ? ” 
she giggled 

He looked at her with a rather odd httle smile 
' Depends what you call nice,” he said dryly " I 
always say it takes a woman to be really rude " 

“ I wasn t rude,” she returned indignantly, " but of 

course if you don’t want to ride alone with me ’ 

Unconscious of it though she was there was sheer provo- 
cation in the look she flung at him and the perspiration 
broke out on Ame’s forehead as he dug his spurs into 
his horse making him bound furiously 

“ Oh, get on, you utter baby,' he shouted between 
the chestnut's plunges, “ we'll go up towards the moor 
and let these beasts stretch themselves ” 

For years after Arne remembered that nde, the head- 
long gallop side by side over the grasslands, the ]oy of 
her nearness and the grace of her slender figure sitting 
easily and firmly m the saddle An hour stolen frotia 
heaven while he tried to forget what stood between 
them, tried to remember only that she was here, and 
happy for the moment, as he could see by her face die 
was Too soon it came to an end and they had to 
turn homeward, dismounting as they had mounted at 
the stables, and walking back to the house by the way 
they had come 

At the side door by the gunroom Arne put out a 
detaining arm ” Are you coming with the guns to- 
day ? " His voice was eager, but remembrance of 
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what she had overheard the night before made Ism a 
shake her head 

" Not to-day, I think,” she said slowly, tempering her 
refusal with a smile " 1 11 stay with Sir Michael this 
morning, and try and make myself useful if I can 
And this afternoon I want to look up some of the old 
people here I wish most awfully I could go and see 
our own folk at Kings Crichton, but I darcn t It’s 
hard enough for them as it is, and it would only make 
trouble if it got round I'd been there And of com sc I 
couldn’t go to the house I couldn t meet Digby 
Crichton, I d simply blow up with rage if I saw hnn 
You 'know he's making the most awful changes on the 
place, and everybody's unhappy And oh, David 
Henry— our old gamekeeper Daddy left him an 
annuity, and before he died he got a promise out of 
Digby that he'd let Henry stay on m his cottage as 
long as he hved— he was born in it and hes over 
ninety now Well, when I got back to England last 
week I found a letter from him, written by his grand- 
daughter, waiting for me, to say that brute Digby had 
told him he couldn't do with useless people hanging 
about the place any longer and that he must get out at 
the end of the month, and it was well on to the middle 
of the month then, as he wanted the cottage for some- 
one who’d he worth his keep The letter was weeks 
old, so I telegraphed at once to Digby, and wrote too 
begging him to let Henry stay on, or at least let h>m be 
until I could make some arrangement for him — and he 
never even answered my letter or my telegram 
“ He wouldn't, the swine,” Amexeturned disgustedly, 
*' he's made himself a by-word m the county already for 
incivility, and he's loathed like poison by the lot of us 
But don’t fret your heart about Henry, Isma He 
knew you were away, and he sent me an S O S a few 
days after the charming Digby gave him notice I ran 
over that night and told the old boy he was to come 
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here We had a cottage vacant, fortunately, but even 
if there hadn't been one available I'd have found some 
place for him So there’s no need for you to worry 
He’s perfectly happy, and wildly excited at the thought 
of seeing you again You’ll find him in the little lodge 
at the end of the south avenue, complete with grand- 
daughter and all his belongings ” 

Tears were standing thick in her eyes when he 
stopped “ Oh, David,” she murmured, scarcely above 
a whisper Then suddenly, reaching up on tip-toe, she 
kissed him full on the mouth, and was gone before the 
colour came back to his lips again 

Arne never made any reference to that kiss, about 
which he had no illusions, nor was there any perceptible 
change in his attitude as the days slipped past Quiet, 
uneventful days they were, for shrinking still from 
association with old friends and acquaintances, and 
dreading the gossip she knew must be centred round 
her, Isma refused all invitations to the neighbouring 
houses which, like the Abbey, were mostly filled with 
shooting parties Riding every morning before break- 
fast with David, she devoted several hours of each day 
to Sir Michael, reading and writing letters for him, and 
for the rest she was content to take long walks and pay 
visits to the tenants and estate servants who had 
known her all her life 

With Hoyt, whose breezy geniality made it impos- 
sible not to like him, she had become great friends , and 
even with the melancholy-eyed Arab, who had ceased 
to glower at her, she was no longer ill at ease The 
feeling of dislike, amounting almost to repugnance, she 
had experienced at their first meeting had, on closer 
acquaintance, changed to indifference that made her 
scarcely aware if he came into a room or left it And 
•with much to occupy him, for he spent hours in the 
billiard-room writing innumerable letters, the Sidi 
seemed as completely oblivious of her as he was of 
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every other woman m the house But if the business 
that had brought him and Hoyt to England was not 
altogether concluded, since the mght of Isma’s arrival 
there had been no more visits to manufacturing centres 
and both men had remained quietly at the Abbey 
Hoyt, a good shot as well as a good horseman and not 
burdened with letter-writing, had been a welcome addi- 
tion to the guns , but the Sidi's only relaxation from 
his voluminous correspondence was a n£e before break- 
fast, taken with his friend and at an earlier hour even 
than Isma and Arne 

- Nearly three weeks had passed During that time 
relays of guests had come and gone until a morning 
when, besides Isma, there were no visitors left except 
Hoyt and the Sidi Said, and Lady Merston who was 
making her usual long autumn visit to her cousin 
It was mid-October, and a bright sunny day with a 
touch of frost in the air Neither Lady Merston nor 
Sir Michael had as yet put m an appearance, and in 
the library to which she had retreated directly after 
breakfast Isma was seated at the writing table scanning 
the columns of The Times for the particular items of 
news she knew would mterest Sir Michael, and dropping 
the paper every other mmute to play with the fat old 
spaniel who lay under the table with his head on her 
feet When at last the door opened his low whine 
made her turn in expectation of seeing her host 
But it was Arne, not his father, who came hurriedly 

into the room ‘ Isma, will you be an angel " 

" Not if it’s upstairs," she interrupted 
" It’s worse than that,” he said, smiling at the old 
nursery formula as he stooped to pull the spaniel's 
ears before perching on the edge of the table 
Isma drew the comers of her mouth down, looking at 
him mutinously “ If Cousin Minnie has been trying to 
get you to make me go to that stufiy lunch at The 
Chase with her to-day. I’m not going," she announced 
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in tones of decision “ I told her last night, quite 
politely but quite firmly, I wouldn’t go ” 

“ It isn't Cousin Minnie I haven’t seen her this 
morning,” he replied "ItstheSidi ' He paused for a 
moment “ I was wondering,” he went on rather hesita- 
tingly " if you would be very kind and — and look after 
the little chap to-day ? Hoyt’s had a telegram, 
calling him to London I've just packed him off to the 
station He can't get back till to-morrow And I've 
got to put in the whole day over the other side of the 
county, some infernal business I cant cut So the 
Sidi’ll be rather at a loose end It seems he hasnjt got 
any more letters to write, and if you don’t take pity on 
him I don't know what on earth he’ll do with himself 
He doesn't seem to care for anything except nding, so 

I thought — perhaps — if you didn t mind ” 

“ Oh, I don't mind," Isma said airily " I’ll nde 
with him, if that’s all you want Tell them to give him 
something thoroughly nasty, that new black beast if 
you think it won t break his neck for him, then I shan’t 
have to talk much I don't know anything about 
Arabs, except that you mustn’t mention their women — 
and of course that’s just what I -shall want to speak 
about But he’ll have to wait till this afternoon I’m 
not going to desert Sir Michael for any old Arab ” 
Glancing at his watch Arne heaved himself to his feet 
” Right-o,” he nodded, " Fix your own time, and I 
don’t think hell bore you He’s quite interesting 
when he once gets going You're a land child, and I m 
most awfully grateful,” he added softly 

Half rising she made him a mocking little bow 
" Don’t mention it, Mr Arne,” she smirked " Anything 
I can do, I’m sure And the next order, please ? ” 

For a second his eyes met hers, and held them 
" You wouldn't do, if I asked you,” he said very low, 
and left her looking blankly at the table 
In the last three weeks she had almost forgotten, so 
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easy had he made it And now a chance look a cnance 
word had reawakened all hei doubts as to the wisdom 
of this visit to the Abbey and in uncertainty that 
grew stronger every minute she sat wrestling with 
her thoughts until Sir Michael came m half an hour 
later 

High up on the fringe of the wmd-swept moor over- 
looking the maze of hills and dales through which they 
had come, Isma and the Sidi sat side by side on a pile of 
stones that once had been a shepheid s sheltei their 
hersee tethered close behind them 

In the hour and a half that had elapsed since they 
left the stables if she had not learned much else con- 
cerning her companion Isma had at least discovered 
that, with the exception of David Ame, he was the 
finest horseman she had ever seen The big black 
which m pure mischief she had selected as a suitable 
mount for him, had given considerable trouble at the 
start But from the moment when, without touching 
the stirrup, he had vaulted into the saddle his handling 
of the vicious animal had aroused at first interest and 
then genuine admiration while the fact that he was not 
only a good horseman but obviously a lover of horses 
had made her feel more sympathetically inclined 
towards him than a couple of hours ago she would have 
thought possible 

With two fractious horses to engage their attention 
there had been small opportunity for sustained con- 
versation, and few words had passed between them 
during the ride But a chance Americanism which he 
had had to translate had led to the information that he 
had learned English m the United States where he had 
been sent as a boy to be educated Beyond that, how- 
ever*, he had said little of himself, and nothing of his 
horn® or family 

And now, sitting silent as he, she was wondering 
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what chance in life had brought this strange Arab, 
turned business man, into association with a wealthy 
dilettante like Hoyt whose avowed hobby was Roman 
antiquities She knew vaguely that there were ruined 
cities in North Africa as fine if not finer than those 
scattered about Europe Was the Sidi perhaps also 
interested m the ancient monuments of his country 
and, with Hoyt, engaged in excavating some of these 
old buried towns ? What then had brought them to 
tour the manufacturing districts of England ? It all 
seemed a queer mix-up she thought But their busi- 
ness, whatever it might be, was no affair of hersr&nd 
dismissing it from her mind she turned to the greater 
interest of her immediate surroundings 

Like all the neighbouring country it was for her a 
place of memories, yet even the sad thoughts it engend- 
ered could not rob it of its charm and as she looked 
slowly from one familiar landmark to another, clear and 
sharp in the light of the setting sun, a long deep sigh of 
complete satisfaction came from her 

“ It’s very beautiful," she said softly, “ to me it’s the 
most beautiful view in all the world But then it’s my 
own country, and of course one always loves one's own' 
country best Yet I expect it must seem very tame and 
uninteresting to you When I was in America I saw 
a little of the desert north of the Grand Canyon, and I 
thought it very grand and wonderful, and rather awe- 
inspiring It made me feel such a horribly insignificant 
little atom But I suppose that desert is tiny, really, 
compared with yours ? I wish you’d tell me something 
about the Sahara I don't know anything about it at 
all I didn’t even know, until I met you, that Arabs 
were — were " 

“ Civilized ? " The dry quiet drawl sent the blood 
into her cheeks 

" I didn’t mean that— quite,” she stammered 

** Why not ? ” he smiled, but without looking at her 
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" it’s what all the world thinks, what some of us know 
ourselves But are you really mterested in my country, 
Miqq Crichton — or are you just being kind to the 
stranger within your gates ? ” 

“ I’m afraid I’m not being kmd m the least," she 
said hastily " I'm being merely inquisitive You see 
I’m going to travel for a year or two and I want to know 
about all sorts of places But I don’t want to go where 
everybody goes I hate crowds of noisy tourists 
They spoiled everything for me in America. Wheh I 
start on my travels again I want to get right off the 
beaten track, away from trains and tappers But 
goodness knows how I m gomg to manage it There 
don t seem to be many peaceful spots left m the world 
nowadays ” 

For a moment the Sidi sat very still, staring out over 
the quiet landscape Then he laughed, a soft almost 
breathless little laugh “ If you want to get off the 
beaten track,” he said slowly, “ why don’t you come to 
my country ? You won’t find any trams or tappers 
to worry you there ” 

Rather abashed at having her vaunted ambition 
taken quite so literally, and not altogether sure whether 
he was joking or in earnest for the suggestion seemed so 
utterly beyond the bounds of all possibility, Isma 
laughed too " Perhaps I will one of these days, when 
I've had a bit of experience,” die said lightly , " but I've 
never done any real travelling yet, you know I mean 
I’ve never done anything quite on my own, and for a 
first attempt I'm afraid that would be rather too big 
an undertaking ” 

“ A1 could fix it for you,” he asserted eagerly 
But Isma did not notice the eagerness of his tone or 
see the quick look he threw at her She was only 
wondering with inward amusement what Hoyt would 
have thought of his fnend s cool proposal had he been 
there to hear And conscious all at once that the sun 

3 
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below the level of the hills she jumped to her 

feet and began to untie the Gadfly's bndle 

Of course it would be simply thr illing ," she said 

the*™ U ' ttle Wf she sh PPed th! reins back 
over the mare s neck but I'm afraid it s really too 

far away, much farther into the wilds than I thought 
f going, m spite of what I said just now But all the 
* d0 wan *t° know about the Sahara You 
must tell me while we ride home, for we can’t stav 

to^e t TbS d J'' UhaVe ‘° PUSi « we ' re 



CHAPTER III 

F OR the land’s sake, child, did nobody ever 
teach you how to pack ? ' ' 

Grown used in the last three weeks to the 
caustic utterances of her eccentric hostess Isma only 
laughed as she dropped another armful of clothes into 
an already bulging suitcase that m some extraordinary 

seemed to have become smaller since she left 
Jbnglana 

But no pressing or patting would make the additional 
garments he flatter and at last, with another laugh and 
a cornual gesture of despair, she sat back on her heels 
and looked up to meet the quizzical brown eyes staring 

t0p MlSS Cassc H °^ ^ horn- 

“It'S pretty awful, isn’t it ? » she admitted, pushing 
her hair back from her heated face, “ I can’t thmk how 

& _, Sh , e , f d 1 * to travel 



umrg fa me ev^rl^TwaaTblbyTST'S'; 

, l be least ldea how much she saved me That 
b f n ? Pampered all one’s hfe,” she added 
smfe ^ m h6r V01Ce that made the elder woman 

the r«f !° lk3 *? ave got t0 he pampered if 

fshoS*T?i S + make a hvm Z ” s he drawled, 
so i saoulcm t let that worry me if I were van Knn^r 

And you don't have to trouble about your packing 

£?2» f 3 ^ do ™ you to the City ofSfcS 

Stnp “ yOW Cl0thes d0 ^ y™ want ?n 

Isma made incoherent sounds of protest “ But 
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Miss Hoyt, I can’t take your maid ” She was begw- 

ning when the artist’s hand dropped on her shoulder 
giving it a httle shake 

“ Now, now, child, don’t argue,” she snapped, though 
her eyes were twinkling " Didn't A1 warn you never to 
argue with me ? You just do as you’re told for once m 
your life Y ou know and A1 knows what I think of this 
crazy trip, for it is crazy now there’s all this trouble in 
Morocco, so I’ll not say anything more about it If I 
could go with you myself I would, but I can't nde any 
distance after that fall I had last summer But Fatima 
is as strong as a horse, and you can trust her wlST 
anything ” 

" But, Miss Hoyt,” Isma began again urgently 
" I can't pretend I’m not sorry to lose the girl,” Miss 
Hoyt continued, placidly ignoring the mterruption 
" She's the most intelligent maid I’ve ever had in this 
country But I should have had to part with her soon 
in any case She’s one of Said s people and she came to 
me two years ago for a special purpose, and now that s 
past and Messaouda wants her back again " 

“ You’re sure ? , 

” Quite sure The girl has had orders to rejoin her 
tribe, so I can’t keep her And she wants to go home 
She’s devoted to Messaouda ” 

Lying full length on the floor now, with a leather 
cushion under her head, Isma made a httle gnmace, 
'' Everybody seems to be devoted to Messaouda,” she 
laughed “ I wonder how I’m going to get on with her ? 
It seems so funny to think of staying with an Arab lady 
I can't believe she really is an Arab yet When she 
wrote asking me to visit her, her letter was just like any 
ordinary girls letter Of course I know she was at 
school in America, like her brother, but it’s all so 
different to anything I ever heard of Arab women I 
always thought they were shut up in harems and never 
allowed to show their noses in pubhc, but the Sidi told 
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me that his sister ndes with him and does what she 
pleases " 

“Messaouda is an exceptional case/' rephed Mis* 
Hoyt, “ she's the kmd of woman who would do what 
she pleased no matter what country she hved in And 
luckily for her the ben Aissa, like a few other tribes, 
give their women more liberty than do the majority of 
Arabs so she’s had scope to use her brains and ability 
But even amongst the women of the ben Aissa Mes- 
saouda is, well— remarkable ” 

" In what way, remarkable ? " asked Isma with a 
sleepy yawn, for it was past midnight and the day had 
been a busy one 

But Miss Hoyt pursed up her thin bps and shook her 
head *' You’ll know, soon enough,” she smiled, " I’m 
not going to say another word now about Messaouda 
I want you to like her, and if I say too much you’ll just 
hate the poor girl before you ever see her I’ve known 
that to happen time and again with other people I’ve 
wanted to interest in some of my favourites You just 
go with an open mind, and form your own opinion 
when you get to know her I'll only tell you two things 
She's a very lonely igirl — her education has made her 
so — and she's had bad trouble in her life, trouble that 
has changed her from a happy grrl mto a veiy senous 
woman So don’t be surprised if she isn't always gay 
and smiling And now, my dear, it’s quite time we 
stopped ehattenng and went to bed We’ve an early 
start in the morning,” she added briskly But though 
she rose from her chair she seemed m no haste to bid her 
guest good night and for some moments she lingered 
moving about the room looking abstractedly at 
on the walls, at the preparations for travel that lay 
scattered amongst the half Arab, half European 
furnishings, and muttering to herself until at last she 
turned abruptly to Isma who, also risen to her feet, was 
watching her restless gyrations with an amused smile. 
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*' Do you know anything at all of my brother's mterests 
m this country ? " she burst out, and there was some- 
thing in her voice, something m her keen searching eyes, 
that changed Isma's smile to a look of astonishment 

“ His mterests ? ” she repeated blankly ‘ Do you 
mean his archaeological work? I thought that was 
his great mterest here The Governor was only telling 
me last night when we dined at the Palace how kind 
and generous Mr Hoyt has been in helping with the 
excavations of some of the old Roman towns He said 
his assistance had been most valuable, and that Algeria 
owed a lot to him And that reminds me Therels 
one thing I’ve been wanting to ask you Why did you 
tell me, just before we got to the Palace last night, not 
to say anything to the Governor or anybody at the 
dinner about the Sidi, or my visit to the City of Stones > 
And the other day, when those French people were here 
to tea, you stopped me when I began talking about the 
desert and turned the conversation so that you made 
them think I’d only come out here to see the excava- 
tions You very nearly landed me m the soup, for I 
don t know a thing about archaeology Luckily they 
seemed to know less, so I wasn't found out But why 
did you do it ? ” 

Miss Hoyt removed her glasses, polished them with 
vigour, and restored them to their usual position half 
way down her high bridged nose before she replied, and 
then her words were no real answer to Isma's question 
“ One has to be very careful who one speaks of in this 
country,” she said eyasively 

” But I don’t understand how that applies to the 
Sidi,” persisted Isma in growing bewilderment, “ he 
hasn’t anything to do with this country He told me 
himself that his tribe was outside the French jurisdic- 
tion, that they didn't belong to Algeria ” * 

Miss Hoyt shrugged her angular shoulders " The 
confines of Algeria, my dear,” she said with a little 
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laugh, " are a vexed question And Algerian politics — 
well, they’re beyond the comprehension of the ordinary 
mortal The War brought upsets here as it did to many 
other countries, and there are reasons, very sound ones, 
for not mentioning Said or his people to persons in 
authority But those reasons don t affect you, or your 
visit to the City of Stones Only it s better, for every- 
one concerned, that nobody should know you are going 
there That’s why A1 has arranged your trip the way 
he has, and that's why I’m coming with you as far as 
the car can take us A1 goes all over the desert hunting 
for buried cities, and for this trip you're his assistant — 
if any inquisitive sous-officter happens along ” 

" I see, ' murmured Isma But she did not see And 
for some time after Miss Hoyt left her she stood thinking 
beside the window she had opened, thrilled with the 
thought that this journey into the wilds was going to be 
a greater adventure even than she had contemplated, 
yet wondering what exactly she was letting herself in 
for and whether she ought not to ask for more definite 
information regarding the Sidi and the ben Aissa tnbe 
than Miss Hoyt had given Yet why should she bother ? 
The Sagamore, who was apparently on very intimate 
terras with both the Governor and the Commander-m- 
Chief of the French forces, seemed perfectly confident 
about the trip And until to-night, beyond a vague 
reference to troubles on the Moroccan border, Mtag 
Hoyt had not suggested any difficulties Rather the 
contrary, for she had spoken with enthusiasm of the 
strange and remote City of Stones which she herself had 
visited before the War, and with more than enthusiasm 
of the beautiful Messaoudawho hved like a queen in 
her father’s desert stronghold And where Miss Hoyt 
could venture surely die could go That there was a 
mystery somewhere, that they must move in secret as 
though they were conspirators only made it all the 
more exciting Hot for anything would she turn back 
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now She was going to the City of Stones no matter 
what happened — if only to convince David definitely 
that her affairs were no concern of his From the very 
start he had been against this trip, had in turn argued 
and pleaded and stormed until almost they had quar- 
relled and, both angry with the other, for weeks before 
she left England she had neither seen nor heard from 
him Yet he had come to London to see her off, and 
for hours after the tram steamed out of the station she 
had been vaguely troubled by the remembrance of his 
gloomy anxious face 

Her eyes wandered to the writing-table where lay a 
large square envelope that was to be posted the next 
morning before she started And looking, she smiled 
After the way he had scolded he didn't deserve such 
a long nev sy letter But there had been so much to tell, 
and to whom but David could she write all that was 
wiitten in that letter ? 

With a laugh she caught up an overcoat, and slipping 
it over her dressing-gown, pushed the French window 
wider and stepped out on to the balcony that ran the 
length of the north side of the villa 

During the three weeks of her visit m Algiers the 
weather had been atrocious , an occasional day of sun- 
shine and calm, but for the rest driving ram and cold 
biting winds sweeping down from the snow-clad 
mountains that had made thick clothes and furs a 
necessity But to-night was fine, windless and clear, 
and between the trees and tall shrubs in the garden she 
caught glimpses of the twinkling lights of the town far 
down the hillside and the silvery gleam of the moon lying 
like a pathway across the still waters of the Mediter- 
ranean 

By night Algiers was fairyland , but in the revealing 
light of day its ever growing suburbs, its stark and ugly 
factory buildings, its pmon-hke tenement houses m 
the Spanish quarter and the startling naked patches on 
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the wooded hills that had been stripped to give room 
for more and more villas had been a disappointment 
A purely French town, with little or nothmg of the 
Orient left And of the Arabs who remained, with few 
exceptions, squalid and debased, rumed by contact 
with civilisation, a shiftless sad-eyed remnant that 
made her understand why the Sidi had talked so bitterly 
of foreign influence and domination Only m the desert, 
he had said, were the true Arabs to be found now, and 
earnestly he had begged her not to judge his race by the 
specimens she saw m the northern towns And difficult 
though it had been she had determined not to be swayed 
by what she had seen so far but to reserve judgment 
until she made acquamtance with the desert-dwellers 
who still retained their freedom and self-respect Yet 
m spite of the bad weather, m spite of many illusions 
shattered, the three weeks had been happy and inter- 
esting ones, and no people m the world— she told herself 
now— could have been kinder or more hospitable than 
the Hoyts A complete stranger, from the moment of 
her arrival when the Sagamore, meeting her on the quay 
and waftmg her p$,st a smiling and obsequious custom's 
house officer, had bestowed her and her belongmgs m 
an enormous limousine that had rushed her through 
crowded streets at an appalling speed, she had been 
made to feel one of the family And for both Hoyt and 
hx$ sister she had come to have a regard she gave to 
few * Only three weeks she had been their guest, yet 
she seemed to know them so well Hoyt, for all his 
years and a wide and most diverse experience 
of life, at heart merely a big overgrown schoolboy, 

~ S1 *nple hi his own tastes but lavish as only one who has 
never had to consider money can be m his expenditure 
on others , and Cassie, big-hearted and lovable in 
spite of her eccentricities and brusqueness of speech 
An odd pair, as different the one from the other as 
chalk from cheese yet one m their kindness and almost 
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extravagant generosity, and devoted as Isma had not 
known brother and sister could be They had been 
like a brother and sister to her, and whether this tnp 
was a success or not she would always be grateful to 
them, always remember their frank and lavish hospi- 
tality 

The fresh air had banished her sleepiness, and drawing 
her coat closer round her she moved noiselessly to 
the end of the balcony where a break in the trees gave 
a more uninterrupted view The noisy clanging of 
the trams was stilled now, only the occasional shriek 
of a motor horn piercing the deep quiet of the night ' 
And revelling in the beauty of the scene spread out 
before her, breathing the strange sweet smells that rose 
in waves from the garden, she was idly trying to count 
the nding lights in the distant harbour when she heard 
a footfall on the tiled veranda beneath, and almost 
under her feet, Cassie Hoyt’s voice, low pitched but 
vehement “ it's taking a big chance, and if any- 
thing happens to that girl ” 

Then, impatiently, the deeper tones of Hoyt, evi- 
dently just returned from the Military Club where he 
had gone after dinner " Oh, shucks, Cassie, it s per- 
fectly safe Nothing's going to happen I've told you 
a hundred times ” 

" And that stuff you’ve got stowed in the bottom of 
the car > " 

“ That's for the future It can't be used yet Said 
won’t be ready to move for a year at least I'm only 
working it down because Ishak has got cold feet and 
don't hke handling it And nobody's go mg to inter- 
fere with the car The General knows all about that * 
false bottom He's seen it filled too often with truck 
from the excavations to worry about it now I don’t 
know 1 what's come to you, Cassie It’s not hke you to 
be nervous when there's no need I tell you I’ve got 
’em aU fooled IVe got everybody that matters in 
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tins darned country eating out of my hand by now 
and ” 


you're so mighty pleased with yourself you’ll 

grow careless and get tripped up one of these days,” 
was the acid rejoinder But only a soft laugh came 
from Hoyt, and a moment after the sound of a window 
being closed 

Open-mouthed, wide-eyed, her hands gripping the 
balcony rail, Isma stood staring at the harbour she 
no longer saw Should she have listened when the 
Hoyts thought her in bed and asleep ? Certainly she 
had never been meant to hear Yet, after all, it was 
she who was concerned, she who would be involved in 
—■what ? That was just the point What was the 
Hoyts’, or more particularly the Sagamore's real busi- 
ness in this country ? Was his archaeological work 
only a blind, a means to some very different end — and 
if so, what end ? A regular old filibuster, always out 
for a scrap, David had said And Hoyt himself, a few 
minutes ago, with a boy s chuckle " I tell you I ve 
got ’em all fooled ” 


Isma drew a quick breath And suddenly she found 
herself shaking fr&n head to foot, not with fear but 
from sheer excitement Always she had longed for 
adventure, and adventure undreamed of was ahead of 
her now The long journey across the desert had 
seemed wonderful enough to contemplate, but now, 
now— -if she could only open that letter to David and 

least httle hmt of the thrills she antici- 
pated But that was out of the question Not even 
David must know what she had not been meant to 
ear And she might be going too far m her supposi- 
tions, letting imagmation run away with her The 
Sidis country was beyond the French border, he had 
said so distinctly, and the Sagamore’s purpose might 
havenothmg to do with the French and Algeria But 
me stuff m the car Cassie was nervous about , the stuff 
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Ishak, whoever he might be, didn’t like handling? 
Well, she wasn’t supposed to know anythin? abmit 
that, and it wasn’t her business what Hoyt fhoseto 
take out or bring into the country She was only a 
tourist, travelling for amusement, with the British 
Government behind her if anything went wrong and 
the best thing she could do was to try and forget what 

had passed between Hoyt and his sister 

But to try was not to achieve and several times 
during the night too excited to sleep much, her mmd 
was busy with the scraps of conversation she had 
overheard 

Yet when a smiling Fatima woke her the next morn- 
ing and, quickly dressed, she sat out on the balcony 
eating her early breakfast in the brilliant sunshine that 
seemed a good omen for the journey, it was difficult quite 
to recapture the thrill of the previous night, to believe 
that all she had heard was not part of a highly imagina- 
tive dream It was so improbable And it suggested 
too something from which she shrank, treacheiy and 
double-dealing she could not bring herself to associate 
with her frank outspoken host No matter who Hoyt 
was working for it could not be against the French 
whose hospitahty he had enjoyed for years and in aid 
of whose scientific researches he had poured out money 
like water Never would she believe anything so vile 
of a man she had come to like and respect There was 
something behind it all, something that would no 
doubt be cleared up when they got to their journey’s 
end, and then she would be able to laugh at the stupid 
suspicions that had made her feel so uncomfortable 
And more than stupid she felt those suspicions when 
she went down to the front door to be met by the 
Hoyts’ cheery greetings and to find with them several 
French officers, and one or two well-known scient ist s 
from Pans, who had come up to the villa to see the 
start of the expedition 
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Yet while she chatted and laughed with the visitors 
again and again her eyes kept wandering to the big 
closed car, one she had not seen before, wondering 
what lay concealed in the deep flooring which, skilfully 
built and screened by the running boards, was scarcely 
noticeable from the outside 
Amongst the officers was a cavalry captain who was 
also, so the Hoyts had affirmed, a secret member of 
the Intelligence department What if he were here for 
other reasons than mere mterest and friendship ? 
What if he suddenly demanded an inspection of the 
car and its contents ? Her breath came faster as she 
tried to imagine the scene that might follow 
But Captain Dupont, who had been an assiduous 
caller at the villa ever since her arrival, had eyes 
apparently for nothing and nobody but herself And 
when the time came it was he who, with many bows 
and reiterated expressions of regret at her departure, 
handed her mto the car and arranged her personal 
belongings close to her feet on the mcnminating floor 
Miss Hoyt had already taken her seat , and in front, 
smiling her usual inscrutable little smile, Fatima sat 
beside the Arab cSauffeur Only Hoyt remained ex- 
changing compliments and felicitations until, with a 
last handshake all round and a fervent embrace from 
one of the enthusiastic scientists, he too climbed in 
and the car, slipping swiftly down the drive, shot out 
into the steep mam road that winds from Mustapha to 
the town 

It was still very early but already there was traffic 
on the road, motors filled with business men r ushing 
to their offices and an unending stream of electric 
trams crowded with Europeans and Arabs, while 
horse drays and donkey carts innumerable wandered 
at will in total disregard of all police regulations 
Near the Governor's Summer Palace the car, with 
many others, was held up for some tune to give passage 
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to a detachment of Arab cavalry, lean swarthy-faced 
men m picturesque scarlet burnouses who sat their 
restless horses like centaurs And watching him, as 
he waved a smiling greeting to the officer in command 
Isma saw an odd look come into Hoyt s keen eyes But 
it was gone m a moment, and only the smile remained 
as he turned to her with a backward jerk of the head 
“ Good chaps, those," he commented, " pity they get so 
little real work to do ” Again she thought of what 
might be under her feet, and an almost overwhelming 
llrfpulse came to blurt out what she had overheard and 
ask for some definite reassurance But again she 
hesitated After all the kindness she had received 
such a question seemed impossible, and she had nothing 
really to go on except chance words she might have 
misunderstood Better say nothing than make a per- 
fectly awful bloomer she would always regret Deter- 
mined to put everything out of her mind but the pleas- 
ure of the moment she leaned back against the soft 
cushions and fixed her attention on the congested 
streets until the town left behind, they reached the 
Oran road 

The few excursions Isma had already been taken, 
very few owing to the bad weather, had lam in the 
opposite direction, so fir om now on the way was new 
to her A tame way she thought at first as they passed 
rapidly between endless vineyards and mile after mile 
of palm-screened market gardens with only an occa- 
sional glimpse of the sea to break the monotony And 
in the car conversation had languished Up since 
daybreak Miss Hoyt was already peacefully asleep , 
while the Sagamore, for once without the perpetual 
cigar between his bps, was completely absorbed m the 
large-scale map he was studying 

Tiring at last of the uninteresting scenery, and sleepy 
herself after a broken night, Isma took off her hat and 
proceeded to follow Cassie’s example 
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But it was only that first hour I$ma found tedious 
In the five days that followed every succeeding moment 
was full of attraction, of wonder and delight 

After the first day they had avoided main routes, 
keeping to smaller and less frequented roads which, ill 
cared for and bumpy had considerably reduced the 
speed of the car 

The way had led past farms and vineyards, all 
owned or leased by Frenchmen, cultivated country 
that might, from the buildings and storehouses, have 
been France itself Two nights they had spent in 
small villages, m stuffy little inns where the only other 
visitors were commercial travellers, voluble as to the 
wares they advertised but reticent regarding them- 
selves 

Then had come wilder, less populated country, tracts 
of waste land with a few sheep and camels grazing, 
and smaller unprosperous-lookmg farms that were 
tended almost entirely by Arabs, sullen morose-appear- 
ing men of few words Here there had been no accom- 
modation of any land and they had had to spend the 
night in the car Bit every hour the scenery grew 
grander, rocky defiles winding through unexpected 
chains of mountains, more what Isma had imagined 
Northern Algeria would be And the last two days, 
clear of the mountains and running southward along 
a hard beaten track with real desert stretching on 
either side, telegraph poles the only indication of 
civilisation and an occasional nomad's camp the only 
sign of human life, her excitement had risen to fever pitch 

Even the bare discomfort of the bordj where they 
had slept last night, on mgs and cushions taken from 
the car had not damped her enthusiasm It was 
merely a novel experience she had thoroughly enjoyed 
In the dusk of evening when they readied it the grim 
and desolate looking little caravanserai, tenantless and 
half fallen into rums, had appeared a plaee of subtle 
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mystery, of haunting silence that stirred her to fantastic 
imaginings — until Hoyt’s voice, calling to her to help him 
with the picnic supper, had brought her suddenly back 
to actualities again And in the rush that followed 
there-had been no time to dream Wanting eagerly to 
do her share, but utterly ignorant of the first principles' 
of practical camping more than ever had she realised 
her own limitations as she watched Cassie superintend 
the cleaning and arranging of the room they were to 
occupy, and the Sagamore’s efficiency with a frying-pan 
The meal that resulted, served on the ground and eaten 
by candlelight, had seemed the most delicious she had 
ever tasted And a determination to learn what the 
Hoyts performed so easily had been her last thought 
when, later, she lay wrapped m her blankets on the 
hard cement floor 

In the bnght light of the sun next morning the 
bordj, no longer mysterious, looked just what it was, a 
squalid little barrack fouled with dirt and dust, and 
Isma’s sensitive lip curled with disgust when she saw 
fully revealed what the gloom of the previous evempghad 
effectually concealed But she Isept her disgust to 
herself She wasn’t going to have Hoyt laugh at her 
again for a tenderfoot as he had last night when she 
burned the hot milk for the coffee in her efforts to make 
herself useful 

They had left the bordj shortly after sunnse All day 
the car had followed the same caravan route winding 
steadily across undulating desert which, dotted with 
sparse shrubs and camel thom, readied as far as eye 
could see And all day in all that great waste they had 
seemed to be alone In the morning, far off, they had 
sighted camels grazing But no camelherd, not even a 
solitary nomad had shown himself Hoyt’s assurance 
that “ the beggars were therms if they’d only let you see 
them ” Isma did not attempt to dispute He knew and 
she didn’t, and tenderfoot still rankled 
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A halt by the roadside at mid-day for lunch, and the 
car had resumed its journey 

It was some hours later when Isma, alone with her 
thoughts for both the Hoyts were sleeping, thought she 
saw some change in the unvarying outlook — a faint 
smudge in the distance that might be a cloud or the 
outline of a low-lying hill For long she stared at it, 
peering until her eyes ached, before die satisfied herself 
that the bump on the skyline was really solid earth A 
few moments more, and through the glass screen she 
saw the Arab chauffeur pomt and Fatima in her turn 
crane forward to look Nearer it came and nearer, 
flattening and lengthening as they approached, a 
definite hill, squat and truncated, with a hue of other 
hills beyond slowly coming mto view And, looking, a 
speck by the roadside suddenly caught Isma’s attention 
Still a long way off she could make nothing of it, and 
reached for her field-glasses Then she saw, and a little 
thnll ran through her A solitary Arab mounted on a 
camel, whether moving or stationary she could not yet 
determine How tiny he looked, and how terribly alone 
An atom amidst inconceivable space The memory of a 
minute nautilus drifting its single way across the 
Caribbean Sea came to make her smile, so similar did 
they appear m their absolute solitude Yet every 
moment the Arab and his mount were growing 
bigger Soon she could distinguish them closely, 
without help from her glasses, man and beast alike 
motionless, waiting Again she saw the chauffeur 
pomt and say something, and Fatima's smile as she 
answered 

Then Hoyt woke, broad awake on the instant, to 
rouse his sister and then turn to Isma with a nod of 
the head " That’s Doud, my head camelman, and 
the end of lazy travel for yon and me, young lady," 
he gnnned, and opening the window waved to the 
Arab who wheeled his beast and began to pace slowly 
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back towards the low line of hills less than a quarter of 
a mile away 

lama’s breath came faster Until now, in spite of the 
strangeness of her surroundings, the journey had seemed 
almost commonplace Not even the wandering nomads 
who now and then had crossed their path had made her 
quite realise that soon she too would be a wanderer 
on the face of this great vastness, her back turned to 
civilisation as theirs was, living as they did All the 
time she had had the feeling that at some given spot 
the car would surely turn northward again, and that in 
a few days she would be back m the villa at Mustapha, 
a mere tounst once more amongst tourists She had 
not been able to grasp the fact that the start had really 
been made But now, quite suddenly, she knew that 
she was up against it, that the great adventure she had 
dreamed of so long was actually imminent By this 
time to-morrow Miss Hoyt and the luxurious car — 
everything that stood for comfort and ease — would be 
miles distant and she on her way towards the unknown, 
ignorant of what lay before her, her very Ufe m the 
hands of a man who was almost a stranger But that 
was just the joy of it all Now, at least, she would 
have a chance to prove of what stuff she was made 
The long journey, with whatever might befall, was going 
to be a test, a trial of nerve and endurance that had 
never come her way before And she was going to 
make good , gomg to show David just how independent 
she was, how perfectly capable of taking care of herself 
Prehistoric m some of his notions, poor old David, m 
spite of the War and the changes caused by the War 
Sheltered womanhood, and all that sort of tape 
Ghastly in these days And yet, after all, rather nice 
— up to a point And men saw farther than women, 
their judgments were generally more unbiased Perhaps 
David's views weren’t really so archaic when all was 
said. Perhaps, in the long run, it was just as well some 
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men thought as he did — for the womenfolk dependent 
on them But that didn t apply to her She wasn’t 
dependent on any man, and David had no manner of 
right to legislate for her And what on earth had made 
her think of David and his objections now ? Im- 
patiently she thrust her head out of the window as the 
car swung off the beaten track in the wake of the slow- 
moving camel 

Bumping and lurching over the hard gravelly surface 
that ground and squeaked under the tyres they crept 
forward to the base of the low hill, skirting it until 
a break in the rock face showed a tiny dry ravine 
Through this, slower and more cautiously, and round 
a right-angle turn into a wider and less gloomy little 
valley where a group of Arabs stood clustered near 
several small low-pitched tents of dark striped material 
which at first glance Isma took to be a nomad encamp- 
ment 

It had never occurred to her to ask what the equip- 
ment of the expedition was to be, and for the last few 
days she had amused herself visioning spacious bell- 
tents of glistening jvhiteness, and filled with every 
modem camp convenience, as her temporary home each 
night But the forward surge of the waiting Arabs, the 
salaaming and excited greetings as she followed the 
Hoyts out of the car, and the sight of her own belongings 
being carried into one of the picturesque little gmtounes 
made her quickly realise that this was their own camp, 
and in what manner she was to be housed dunng the 
remainder of the tap 

The contrast between what she had imagined and 
what she saw made her smile as, hands in her coat 
pockets and cigarette in her mouth, she stood sm&n g 
the keen dry air that seemed so invigorating after the 
close stuffiness of the car, watching the white clad 
figures moving about in bustling activity that yet had 
order and method behind it, and listening, with a 
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slightly envious feeling, to the Hoyts’ ready flow of 
fluent Arabic as they chatted with this man and another 
until a wizened httle Arab in spotless drapery suddenly 
emerged smiling and salaaming from behind the largest 
tent, and Miss Hoyt turned and beckoned to her 
“ Tea time, honey,” she called, “ and I guess you’re 
wanting it every bit as much as I am This is Mohamed, 
A1 s famous cordon bleu He’s a dandy cook, and he'll 
just break his heart if you don’t appreciate all the 
good things he s going to give you on this trip Cook- 
ing is a kind of religion with him, and the other men 
say he says his prayers to his pots and pans,” she added 
laughing, and led the way to the tent 
Inside, at its highest point, Isma could just stand 
upright , but the Sagamore, who followed close behind 
her, had to bend his tall head and subsided immediately 
on to the thick rug that covered the ground " Never 
walk when you can nde Never stand when you can 
sit,” he quoted gaily “ How do you hke our mess tent. 
Miss Crichton ? ” 

Isma looked at the rug, which even she knew was 
.almost priceless, at the piles of ^embroidered leather 
cushions, and the damty tea appointments set on a 
big brass tray " I think it's all perfectly lovely,” 
she smiled, “ and I never felt so hungry in my life ” 

" Sure you're not disappointed ? ” Hoyt asked witn a 
twinkle, “ I’ve been afraid you were expecting a swell 
chiefs tent, with Parisian furniture, and hot and cold 
laid on m the back premises ” 

It was so nearly the truth that the colour flamed in 
Isma's cheeks, but before she could think of a suitable 
retort Miss Hoyt's caustic voice came sharply " Don't 
you listen to him, honey He can't help teasing He's 
made that way Give the child her tea, Al, and be 
useful if you can't be ornamental. If her throat is as 
dry as mine she won’t want any more talk from yon till 
she’s washed the dust out of it ” 
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But no sisterly snubbing could stop Hoyt's flow of 
bantering conversation In contrast to the unusual 
silence he had maintained ever smce they left Algiers, 
this evening it seemed as if some weight had been lifted 
from his mind and he was at his most schoolboyish 
They had just finished, and Isma ashamed to remember 
how many times her cup had been refilled, when a 
sudden noise outside, shouts and whistles mingled with 
deep roarings and snarhngs, made her turn startled 
eyes on her companions 
“ What on earth is that 7 " 

But Hoyt was gesticulating vigorously, a warning 
finger on his bps " Ssh,” he breathed, " lions * ” 

“ But I didn’t know ” Isma stopped abruptly 

and coloured agam for she saw he was laughing 
And once more Miss Hoyt came to her aid " Now, 
Al, that’s too bad," she expostulated, shaking her head 
at him but smiling too in spite of herself " How should 
the poor child know ? It’s the camels, my dear,” she 
went on to Isma, " they're being driven in for the night 
Come along and see them And just smack Al's head 
for me as you pass, will you He’s altogether too fresh 
this evening " * 

It was Isma’s first close view of the ungainly bad- 
tempered creatures that were to become so familiar 
to her, and excited and amused she watched the long 
string drift with lengthy stride and haughty aloofness 
past the tents, laughing till the tears came at the pande- 
monium and confusion as now one and then another 
stubborn beast doubled back and bolted for freedom 
pursued by their swift-footed attendants, and fleeing 
lgnominously herself to the shelter of the mess tent 
when one particularly large wild-eyed brute charged 
open-mouthed in her direction with two Arabs hanging 
on to the cord knotted round his flanks In and out 
amongst the tents, this way and that he flung them, 
cruel jaws snapping as they leaped for his head. 
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fighting and bellowing until at last they got him down 
Then with one front leg bent under and lashed securely 
he rose agam with a grunt, to hobble unwillingly and 
disgustedly back to the lines where the other camels now 
lay in disdainful silence chewing the cud 
And the performance over Isma wiped a heated 
forehead, and whistled, “ Gosh,’ she ejaculated, “ is 
that what I’ve got to ride ? ” 

" Not that one,” laughed Hoyt, " that’s my little pet 
I've somethmg sweeter-tempered in store for you But 
old Beelzebub’s not a bad sort, once you’re up on his 
back Bite my nose off as soon as look at it if he got 
the chance, but he’d never fail me on a march He'd 
die on his legs sooner But they’re all like that, more 
or less You can’t ever get really friendly with a 
camel, not like you can with a horse They’re grouchy 

beasts, no matter how you handle them And now, 
young lady, what would you like to do ? Go and see 
your sleeping-tent, or take a run up the hill with me 
and watch the sunset ? Cassie’s busy with Mohamed 
Guess she s looking over his store list, so we'll leave her 
to it She s a fine housekeeper — when she happens 
to remember You’d rather walk ? Then come right 
along” With another boyish laugh he motioned 
towards the hillside, and glad of the opportunity to 
stretch her cramped limbs Isma toiled after him up the 
steep dope until, panting, she reached the summit 
For a few moments she stood dumb, unable to speak 
Never m her life had she seen so wide an outlook , 
never, even at sea, had the sense of limitless space been 
so forcibly conveyed to her And the calm stillness 
that hung over everything I Stillness that could be 
felt Almost was she afraid, in that tremendous 
silence, even to whisper Tears in her eyes, her lips 
quivering with emotion die hardly understood, she 
looked and looked, fascinated and absorbed Sharp 
and clear in the evening light lay the desert, stretching 
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for miles until sand and sky seemed to meet and mingle 
mdivisibly, like a great untroubled ocean rolling on 
without end and for ever Not a living thing in sigh f , 
not a mark of any kind to break the horizon And m 
the west the glory of the setting sun, a ball of fire, 
flaming against the deep blue of the sky, going down in 
a not of crimson and gold 

So must the Gates of Heaven look, she thought, and 
turned to the man who stood silent as she at her side 

' I never could have imagined anything so wonderful ' 

As if his thoughts too had travelled far, slowly he 
looked down at her and smiled " Wait till you get to 
the City of Stones,” he said softly, " till you see a sunset 
there, from the minaret at the top of the rock Then 
you 11 have seen something worth seemg, little lady ” 
While he spoke a look she had never seen before, a look 
half sad half yearning, came mto his eyes, and with a 
smothered sigh he turned his back on the sinking sun 
and began to retrace his steps to the little valley below 
But the next moment he was joking again And, 
following him, Isma wondered if that look, so strange 
and unexpected, .had pxisted only in her own imagina- 
tion So had she seen David look at her, many times 
But it was not she who, just now, had brought that 
expression into Hoyt's eyes Though he had looked 
straight at her his gaze seemed to go through and beyond 
her to something or somebody only he could see, so 
fixed and distant had it been Was there still another 
side to the character of this queer American, another 
mystery to be unravelled, she wondered And if 
there was ? She hadn't come to the desert to mix 
herself up with other people’s secrets, much less to 
hunt for sentiment She had done with that, had left 
it in England with David And there with him, poor 
old faithful David, it could rest 

Darker in the valley than on the hilltop, and every 
moment growing darker In the ramp silence reigneu 
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Behind the mess tent a fire was burning, and at a 
little distance some of the men knelt at their evening 
prayer The rest were out of sight, as far as Isma 
could see, and of Miss Hoyt there were no signs 

The Sagamore had left her with a muttered reference 
to the car So, longing for a wash, Isma went to her 
own little rent 

The two rolls of bedding, for Cassie was to share 
the tent to-mght, and a canvas bucket and washbasin 
seemed to take up all available space when she crept 
m to find Fatima, more animated than she had ever 
seen her, waiting to unpack and arrange the few simple 
necessaries she required Yet even before she was 
ready for dinner the tent appeared to have grown 
larger and more accommodating So too the mess tent 
when, an hour later, she rejoined the Hoyts Easier 
this time to sit cross-legged and Arab fashion And 
revelling m the utter strangeness of everything, 
amazed at the elaborate and excellent dinner that 
Mohamed brought proudly course by course, she 
chattered without stopping until plates and dishes 
cleared away at last they sat over coffee and cigarettes 
m the wide open door of the tent 

Close by a small fire of brushwood had been lit, 
making the darkness beyond more intense And the 
mystery of the African night, more apparent here 
than she had yet felt it, the marvel of the brilliant stars 
blazing overhead, the feeling of total isolation from the 
world that gradually stole over her brought little by 
little a sensation of lassitude and dreaminess that 
ehecked her eager flow of talk Already the spell of 
the desert had gripped her and, happier than she had 
been for years, too utterly content to think beyond the 
moment, she lay staring into the heart of the fire 
scarcely listening to the others’ conversation. And 
soon they too relapsed into silence 

For long not a voice, not a movement broke the 
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intense stillness, and in the hush that had settled over 
the camp — for even the camels had ceased to complain 
— it seemed as if all nature was asleep 
Then somewhere near in the hills an owl hooted, and 
far off in the distance echoed the plaintive cry of its 
mate And as though its weird note had been a signal 
from the men's quarters came the thin reedy pipe of 
a native flute Illusive, almost tuneless, yet haunting 
and compelling the simple little refrain rose and fell 
barbaric music old as the desert itself and sad with the 
melancholy of endless ages For a few minutes only 
it trembled on the night air Then abruptly as it had 
risen it died away, lost in the sighing of the soft wind 
that had suddenly sprung up and was drifting through 
the valley, stirring the sand to faint whisperings 
The fire was low now, so too the one by the cook tent 
round which the men were seated Only Hoyt's cigar 
still glowed red in the darkness 
Curled on the thick rug, Isma was more than half 
asleep when Miss Hoyt's voice m her ear made her 
start up yawning and rubbing her eyes " Oh, I wasn’t 

snonng, was Ijt-” * 

Hoyt’s laugh was answer enough, and Miss Hoyt, 
with unusual demonstrativeness, put an arm round her 
and gave her an affectionate little hug " Not so as 
you’d notice it," she chuckled, “ but you'll sleep easier 
in your bed, honey Here’s your electric torch, and 
I'll give you ten minutes to get tucked up It’s 
cramped quarters over there for two ” 

The wind had freshened, but there was no other 
sound to be heard when Isma stepped out into the pitch 
blackness, her torch throwing a long beam before her as 
she walked And alone, for absolutely alone at that 
moment die seemed to be, the wonder and enchantment 
of the night held her enthralled More marvellous, 
more alluring even than the American desert was this 
great African waste dormant under the blazing stars 
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So close they looked, and so big and bright Angel’s 
eyes, peeping, Jinny used to tell her But no stars she 
had ever seen could compare with these If she could 
only climb to the hilltop again and see them from there, 
thousands and thousands more than she could see 
from where she stood Excitement had banished 
sleepiness, and surrendering to inexplicable impulse a 
sudden longing came to do what fancy had put into 
her mind, and then from the hilltop to wander on and 
on m the black night that was drawing her like a 
magnet If she only could 1 But it wasn’t possible 
Regretfully she admitted it Goodness only knew who 
or what lurked outside this quiet little valley where the 
camp lay hidden Prowling, she might meet more than 
she bargained for — and this was Hoyt’s caravan, not 
hers A caravan she felt convinced held a mystery 
that might not be inquired into And she hadn’t time 
to wander anyhow, for in ten minutes Cassie would be 
coming 

With one last look at the radiance overhead she 
hurried to her tent No light shone through the thick 
matting but creeping under the lowered entrance flap 
she found the interior dimly lit by a shaded candle 
set on a cushion between the two blanket-covered 
mattresses 

On her own bed she sat down to take off her shoes, 
amusement dancing m her eyes as she glanced round 
her tiny abode Cramped quarters was putting it 
mildly, she reflected, but there was plenty of room 
really, when one got used to it One could get used to 
anything m tune, even creepy-crawlies And with a 
grimace she brought her shoe down smartly on the 
back of a too inquiring scavenger beetle that was 
making frantic efforts to climb on to the mattress 
She had seen them in the mess tent, shiny black horrors, 
penetrating xa dozens in search of the food they scented 
But here, on a bed that was only a few inches off the 



THE CAPTIVE OF SAHARA 83 

ground, perhaps running over her face in the darkness ' 
Well, at least she wouldn't see them That was one 
comfort 

With another grimace, and keeping a watchful eye 
for relatives of the deceased she began to undress 
She was in her pyjamas, about to slip between the 
blankets and wondermg why Miss Hoyt did not come, 
for the ten minutes had become nearer twenty, when a 
sound brought her to rigid attention, listening intently 
Quite close to the tent she heard it — the protesting 
snarls of camels, unwilling to kneel, mmgled with men’s 
voices murmuring indistinctly, and clear above the 
others was Hoyts deep tones, unmistakable even 
though she could not distinguish his words or what 
language he was speaking Her heart beat quicker 
What was happening out there in the darkness and so 
late at night ? Were some of the men leaving the camp, 
or were some late-comers just arriving ? But it couldn t 
be the last The Sagamore had told her during dinner, 
when she asked the question, that all the men belonging 
to the caravan were here Was it then another 
caravan taking a short cut through the hills, who had 
halted perhaps to sfek for food, or perhaps only from 
mere curiosity? Or was it — Captain Dupont? For 
a moment she stood scarcely breathing, straining her 
ears to listen, while for the hundredth time she wished 
fervently she had never gone out to the balcony that 
last night in Algiers But she had gone , and she 
hated the half knowledge which, forgotten for the last 
few days, now returned again to reawaken suspicion 
she had hoped was ended 

Determined to know what was passing she caught up 
her coat 

The voices still came from the back of the tent, and 
slipping out she stood up to look 
By the light of an acetylene flare that Mohamed was 
holding she saw Doud and a few of the other men whom 
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she recognised standing beside two kneeling camels, 
and near them Hoyt talking to two strange Arabs who 
looked like nomads 

In the relief she felt Isma nearly laughed out loud 

Only nomads And she had thought In sudden 

anger at herself she ground her heel deep into the soft 
sand What she had thought was not nice to remember, 
and if she was going to let her idiotic imagination run 
away with her like this every time anyone dropped into 
camp her nerves would be in a queer state when she 
reached her journey's end 'Better mind her own busi- 
ness for the future, and not go prying into affairs that 
were no concern of hers 

Without waiting to see the strangers go she wnggled 
back into the tent, and was asleep before Miss Hoyt 
crept in a few mmutes later 



CHAPTER IV 


T HE gorge seemed never-endmg 

Hemmed in on either side by tall cliffs that 
rose sheer and stark for a couple of hundred feet 
or more the caravan was slowly and painfully following 
the tortuous windings of a dry river-bed Stumbling 
continually, picking a zig-zag course over and around 
boulders and masses of debris the baggage camels 
lurched one behind the other m a strung-out hne, 
refusing often for minutes at a time to move and 
groaning dismally as the men, sometimes by mam 
force, drove them forward relentlessly 
Close behind the caravan, dismounted and w alkin g 
beside Hoyt for a toss here meant almost the certainty 
of a broken hmb, Isma was trying to keep her eyes 
from the red stains on the rocks and stones under her 
feet For the four previous days their way had led 
across the high hamada, a vast tableland of dreary 
bleakness which seeding to stretch flat and unbroken 
for miles had yet been slit and gashed with innumerable 
deep chasms they had traversed with diffi culty, 

Just before reaching the hamada the weather had 
changed, intense heat and brilliant sunshine giving 
place to a cloudy sky and cold dampness that had 
chilled them all And during the four-day march 
across the elevated tableland a piercing wind had 
blown without ceasmg With shoulders hunched 
against the blast, their heads muffled in their bur- 
nouses, the men had plodded on in silence for even a 
shouted word had been swept away and lost m the 
fierce howling of the gale And wrapped in every coat 
she possessed, and still shivering, Isma had found it 
hard to believe that she was in the same country when 
so short a time before she had been grilling in almost 
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tropical heat and longing for a cloud to cover the 
burning sun 

But for her the worst part of the hamada had been 
the cruel unyielding rock that had cut the soft pads of 
the camels Pushed to their utmost speed on the 
plateau the weary beasts were m no condition to face 
the rough gully that was the only route by which they 
could reach the river bed 

Bad going for the human members of the party, for 
the camels the steep descent had been nearly imposs- 
ible Yet they had had to make it, and compelled to 
proceed in slithering rushes as the loose ground gave 
under them the sharp lava-like deposit had further 
lacerated their tom feet And now, footsore and weary 
herself, Isma saw with a sick feeling of helplessness the 
bloodstains they left in their path In the weeks that 
had passed since the real journey began she had 
learned to appreciate the unfailing strength and 
endurance of the surly stubborn beasts on whom her 
life, and the lives of those with her, depended Cross- 
grained and cantankerous, devoid of any spark of affec- 
tion or even good feeling, they wene yet invested with a 
certain dignity, a suggestion of assured self-confidence 
that commanded respect if it did not inspire liking 
From morning until night they marched, grumbling and 
complaining, but always steadfastly pushing on, faith- 
ful to the day’s work Even her ndmg camel was 
unfriendly and aloof as it had been at the start, and she 
had long since given up hope that it would ever be 
otherwise But compassion for it and its suffering 
fellows she did feel, and the knowledge that she was 
powerless to help them seemed to augment her own 
weariness 

Hunger too was adding to her distress. Starting 
every morning with the dawn until to-day they had 
invariably made a two-hour halt at midday for lunch 
and a short sleep But to-day there had been no halt 
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Without any explanation, and Isma had not asked for 
one, Hoyt and the head camehnan Doud had kept the 
caravan steadily on the move hour after hour and now, 
three o'clock by her watch she was beginning to feel the 
need of food acutely But though her head and every 
nerve in her body were aching she said no word of com- 
plaint She knew without having to be told that there 
must be some good cause for this departure from 
precedent, for though the men's inscrutable faces told 
nothing Hoyt's face was grave and often he glanced up 
at the dull sky and then behind him as if he were 
watching for something, and she was determined not to 
add to his evident uneasiness by grumbles that would 
not help her and only increase his worries As long as 
she could stand up on her feet she would keep going 
Never in her wildest dreams had she imagined how 
strenuous the journey across the desert would be, how 
the jogging of her camel until she had learned the tack 
of nding him was to shake and rend her, and m what 
agony of weariness she would crawl to her little tent 
each night to sleep for what seemed only a moment and 
then be forced to rise and face another gruelling march 
Yet every succeeding day she had found it easier Her 
muscles hardened and her body adapted to the stram 
she was able to do a ten-hour day in the saddle, and be 
only healthily tired at the end of it 
But with no rest the previous night, for the bitter 
cold on the hamada and the tearing wind threatening 
every minute to wrench the tents from their fastenings 
had made sleep impossible, and leg weary from miles of 
rough scrambling, this was the worst day she had experi- 
enced And now, stiff and sore from a fall m the gully 
sheer pride alone kept her doggedly tramping at Hoyt’s 

She was hampering them enough as it was, she went 
on rermndmg herself It was only for her the stages 
were limited to ten hours Hoyt and his men she knew 
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were accustomed to fax longer marches, and marches 
that did not include a halt in the middle of the day 
They were sparing her all they could, and it was up to 
her in this unusual circumstance to do her utmost not 
to be a clog to them The windings of the river-bed 
prevented any distant view Each turn and twist 
showed the same tall cliffs shutting out sight of what 
lay beyond 

A little sigh she could not suppress escaped her as she 
looked up at them They might terminate abruptly at 
any moment, or stretch still for miles She tried not to 
think of that possibility and, her eyes fixed hopefully on 
the next turn which the leading camels had almost 
reached, tapped over a dead tree stump wedged 
between two boulders and fell heavily against Hoyt 

“ Hold up, little lady,” he exclaimed, “ not twisted 
your ankle, have you ? ” 

The support of the strong arm round her made her 
realise more than ever how nearly done she was and to 
her horror she felt childish tears rising in her eyes 
Disgusted with herself she winked them back and shook 
her head, forcing a smile as she met his anxious gaze 
“ No — I don't think so,” she said, wiggling her foot 
gingerly, " only jarred it It was stupid of me I 
wasn't looking where I was going ” 

“ Are you telling ms the truth ? *’ he asked, looking at 
her doubtfully, " because if you're not I won t let you 
walk another step Little injuries have a way of 
growing into big ones if they’re not seen to right off and 
I can’t have you going lame, not at this stage of the 
proceedings You’re the gamest little kid ever, and 
I’m taking my hat off to you every day, but I'm not 
going to let you do any dam’ foolishness Better let 
me have a look at that foot ” 

The unexpected praise was like a tonic, and vigor- 
ously she shook her head again " It’s quite all right,” 
she protested. ” Cross my heart and wish I may die, as 
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your sister says,” she added with a little laugh as she 
drew away from him Then, with a quick glance " I 
didn't know you were a doctor, amongst your other 
activities " 

Hoyt looked up at the sky and then behind lnm as he 
had done so often during the day " I’m not qualified,” 
he returned, shrugging his shoulders, “ but I know quite 
a bit Have to — m my trade ” 

" Your trade ? " Isma repeated wondenngly 

" Excavations,” he said shortly, " my boys get hurt 
sometimes I’ve had to learn how to patch them up 
But look 1 There’s Doud waving I guess that means 
we’ve come to the end of this darned ditch, and I reckon 
I'm not sorry I don't know this trail Usually I come 
another way But this time I had reasons for c hanging 
my route ” Putting his hands to his mouth he shouted 
something in Arabic to the men in front and, as an 
answered shout echoed down the ravine, turned to Isma 
with a nod of reassurance “ Five minutes and we'll be 
out of it, and then you won’t have to walk any more 
I’ve just hated to keep you pushing on so long without 
a rest, but needs must when the devil drives I just 
daren’t stop yet awhile, not here m this nver-bed and 
with that sky overhead ” What exactly he meant Tsma 
could not guess, but she was too tired to care about 
whys and wherefores At the moment the only thing 
die wanted was. to get on her camel again and not have 
to drag weary feet that felt as though they were 
weighted with lead And the thought that that com- 
parative rest was so near was a spur that made her 
start ofi almost bnskly to overtake the caravan 
The last straggler had disappeared round the bend 
when she and Hoyt reached it There, as though 
shorn by some gigantic knife, the cliff walls ended and 
beyond lay rolling country, low hills and shallow 
valleys where dnnn bushes and camel thorn grew 
Sparsely m a stony soil 6 

4 
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But mounted again, wedged securely between the 
two cross-shaped peaks of her high Saharan saddle, Isma 
did not pay much heed to her surroundings Even the 
cold spatter of sudden ram on her cheek failed to arouse 
interest for it had rained before on the hamada, sharp 
driving ram that had stung like hailstones Nodding 
drowsily with closed eyes, letting her limping camel go 
where he would, she lost all sense of time and she did 
not know if one hour or two had passed when she woke 
with a "start to see the baggage camels kneeling around 
her in little groups and the men at work untying 
bundles and bales 

It was in one of the shallow little valleys set cup-wise 
between two long low mounds, scarcely high enough to 
be called hills, that camp was being pitched a draughty 
dreary-looking spot very different to anything Isma had 
yet seen But had it been ten times drearier she would 
have welcomed it, for it meant rest and food, and 
nothing else seemed to matter And the hot tea of 
which she had been dreaming promised soon to 
materialise for brushwood had been collected from the 
nver banks hours ago and already a fire was burning, 
tended zealously by Mohamed who was keeping one 
eye on it and the other on the kettle he was filling from 
a» goatskin So small was the camp site that Isma 
decided to efface herself Standing about and doing 
nothing she was only in the men’s way, and the kettle 
would boil no quicker for watching So, in the mackin- 
tosh she had taken from her saddle, she climbed to the 
top of one of the low mounds from where she could look 
back towards the distant nver-bed she had been so 
thankful to see the last of The mound, low as it was, 
afforded a fairly extensive view And at once Isma 
realised that the outlook was pot cheerful 

Earlier in the day, while still on the high hamada, 
they had seen heavy dark storm clouds banking in the 
north and before the descent into the dry watercourse 
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was reached the sullen-looking mass had begun to roll 
up threateningly behind them Now it was nearer and 
still rolling steadily on, purple and black against the 
horizon, with lesser lighter-coloured fragments breaking 
away and scurrying like advance guards across the 
lowering sky And coming with it Isma thought she 
heard a faint rumble, like distant thunder or the roar 
of a far-off waterfall But where in this dry land 
could there be a waterfall ? she wondered Darker it 
grew, and darker And fascinated, awed a little too 
by the wild grandeur of the scene she forgot even 
the need for tea as she stared at the approaching 
blackness 

So absorbed was she that she almost jumped when 
Hoyt's voice sounded close beside her “ Guess we’re 
m for a deluge " 

" Do you mean there's gomg to be a storm, a bad 
storm ? ” she asked, " I thought the season for them 
was oyer “ 

Hoyt raised his head and sniffed at the air before 
answering “ IPs unusual, at this time of year,’ he said 
slowly, " but It happens sometimes Once every ten 
yearn or so there are exceptional storms and then, when 
there’s a lot of snow on the mountains m the north like 
there's been this year, the rivers get swollen and they 
come down in spate-— a solid wall of water often feet 
high — bad floods that drown the surrounding country " 
He was pinching his chin as he said it, a tnck Isma had 
come to associate with moments of stress, and die 
looked from him to the gathering darkness with a little 
crease growing between her eyes 

" Is that what you are afraid of now > ” 

Hoyt shrugged his shoulders " I don't know, I’m 
hoping not But I'd be a heap easier in my mind if we 
could have got a bit farther on to-night These floods 
sometimes stretch the hell of a long way, and we're 
nearer the nver than I hke " 
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" But there wasn't a drop of water m it when we 
passed through " 

"That's nothing, in this country," returned Hoyt 
with a short laugh “ It’s probably running like a mill 
race by now But there’s no need to worry, yet 
I’ve sent two of the men back on our trail to watch 
They’ll warn us m time if the flood’s coming m this 
direction ” 

" Is there any ” Isma stopped short, hesitating 

on the word 

" Danger ? ” he said bluntly " There’s always danger 
when these floods are about That s why I should have 
liked to push on a few miles instead of making camp 
here But the baggage camels are in pretty bad shape 
They're all down, too tired even to eat, and nothing on 
heaven's earth will get them on their feet again till 
they’re rested But there’s no sense m looking for 
trouble before it comes And maybe it won’t come at 
all, so let's forget it and go get some tea ” 

Half an hour later Isma was in her own tent, snug 
between blankets, trying to get a nap before dinner 

But several cups of Mohamejls strong brew had 
made her wide awake So, content just to he and rest, 
too ignorant of local conditions to be really disturbed by 
the possibility of an inundation, she fell to thinking of 
the many little incidents and excitements that had 
occurred since the morning she had said good-bye to 
Cassie Hoyt at that first camp where the two nomads 
had visited them 

Since then, on several occasions, nomads had 
appeared in camp, and always at night Strange that 
they never came in the daytime, she mused But then 
everything was strange m this country Even Miss 
Hoyt had behaved oddly that morning before she left 
them Sitting half dressed on the side of her bed, after 
a long silence she had suddenly burst into speech and 
almost implored Isma to return with her to Algiers, 
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" When A1 first told me he was arranging this trip for 
you,” she had said, “ it didn’t interest me particularly 
one way or the other I thought you were just one of 
these crazy young modem things wanting any new 
excitement you could get But when you came to us, 
when I got to know you, I began to do some hard 
thinking I ought to have spoken to you about it 
before we left Algiers but you were so happy at the idea 
I just couldn't somehow, and every day I kept putting 
it off But I’ve got to speak now whether you like it 
or not You’re too young to do an unconventional 
thing hke this We've done our best to keep the trip 
secret but plan as you will things have a way of leaking 
out, especially in this country And if it ever gets 
known you went trailing across the desert alone with a 
man, even though he is old enough to be your father, 
well — it’s bound to start talk, and talk that will maybe 
cling to you all your days There isn’t a particle of 
reason for talk You’ll be as safe with A 1 as you are 
with me But that isn’t going to help you any The 
world's more ready to beheve evil than good, and you’ll 
have to face what folks who don't know A1 will think 
and say But it isn’t only your reputation Even if 
Messaouda could have come to fetch you herself hke 
she’s promised she’ll take you back to Oran, I don't hke 
the idea of you going to the City of Stones just now 
A1 says it's perfectly quiet down there, but I don’t 
agree with him The ben Aissa country butts on to 
Morocco — and there's trouble in Morocco There’s 
trouble brewing elsewhere too, and the Good Lord only 
knows when it'll break out I hate to spoil your trip, 
honey, but I’m just worried to death about you. For 
heaven’s sake give it up, and come back to Algiers 
with me ” i 

But Isma had refused Abandon her trip before it 
was begun just because some people had nasty minds ? 
Go back, after all she had said to David ? Not 
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for anything 1 Opposition had only made her the 
more determined and Miss Hoyt’s repeated warnings 
ambiguously expressed but none the less a direct con- 
firmation of Isma’s own suspicion, had failed to deter 
her Perhaps there was trouble brewing where she 
was gomg , but against that she had Hoyt’s definite 
assurance, overheard that night on the balcony, that 
" Said wouldn’t be ready to move for a year at least," 
and long before then she would be out of the country 
So had her secret thoughts run while she refuted Miss 
Hoyt’s arguments and firmly announced her intention 
of going on 

Remembering her own supreme confidence at the 
time Isma gave a little laugh as she snuggled further 
down into the blankets They hadn’t got very far yet, 
but nothing had happened up to now to make her regret 
her decision In love with the roving life, strenuous 
though it was, she was happier here than she had been 
ever since her father's death Already the camelmen were 
her willing slaves, shy deferential creatures who treated 
her as if she was a pnncess, while the Sagamore had 
more than justified her trust in him All through he 
had behaved like a kindly and considerate elder brother, 
when he hadn’t been positively paternal Paternal ? 
Isma sniggered to herself More like an old granny 
sometimes The way he had fussed on the hamada, 
dosing her for a chill, and reducing poor Fatima to tears 
the mornin g the ram had first started and the extra 
wrap she wanted had been packed by mistake How 
he had stormed, and how the wretched camel had 
bellowed having to kneel for his load to be taken off 
again l Queer things camels, and queer how — they — 

always A yawn broke the chain of her thoughts, 

and not even aware that sleep was near her eyes 
closed 

tyhen she woke all the tired ache in her limbs was 
gone and to her amazement the tent seemed lighter, so 
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light that she sat up and stared about her in complete 
bewilderment Puzzling as to why she was in bed with 
her clothes on, trying vainly to remember just what 
had occurred before she went to sleep, she became 
gradually conscious of raindrops pattering on the thick 
felting over her head and near at hand, the low hum of 
voices speaking in undertones 

“ Is that you, Mr Hoyt ? ” she called. " What in 
the world’s happened ? Is it last night, or to-morrow 
morning ? " 

Hoyt’s deep laugh came softly from the further side 
of the tent wall “ To-morrow morning I guess, from 
your point of view," he called back, “ you were just 
about dead to the world when Fatima took you your 
hot water before dinner last night, so I told her to let 
you he She stayed with you all night in case you 
should wake and want anything, but she says you never 
stirred She's bringing your breakfast right now And 
if you take my advice you'll stay where you are and get 
some more sleep, you may need it later on There's 
nothing to get up for It’s pouring ram, and we 
couldn’t leave camp $ven if the camels were fit to march 
which they re not You take a lazy day while you can 
get it " 

" Sounds heavenly,” sighed Isma, " but how's the 
flood ? " 

" Bad,” returned Hoyt, more soberly, “ but I'm still 
hoping it's going to pass us by Don’t think about it 
Tune enough to worry if it comes But say, are you all 
nght, bttle lady ? Not got another chill or any thing , 
have you ? ” 

Remembering the nauseous dose that had come out 
of his medicine chest on the hamada Isma made a 
grimace at the tent wall between them “ No, rather 
not,” die laughed, “ I’m as fit as anything, only most 
ferociously hungry " 

She heard him chuckle, then " That's great, ” he said 
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approvingly " Well, you won’t have to wait more than 
a minute or two, and I guess you’ll find Mohamed has 
spread himself ” With another little chuckle he moved 
away, and crawling out of bed Isma began to undress 
She had only just got back between the blankets 
again, more comfortable in pyjamas, when Fatima 
came in carrying the longed-for tray No mere cup of 
coffee and single slice of bread this morning, and no 
need to bolt breakfast with all day before her in which 
to do nothmg but eat and sleep , yet, hungry as she 
was, Isma gave a gasp as she looked at the results of 
Mohamed s devoted labour But in spite of all her 
doubts the big omelette disappeared rapidly, so too the 
generous supply of toast and jam And smiling her 
perpetual inscrutable smile chattering in broken 
English, Fatima waited on her with the quiet deftness 
she had learned m Cassie Hoyt’s service 
That Algiers had been exile to the desert girl Isma 
knew already, and often she had wanted to ask what 
had taken her from home to live in a place die hated, 
even though she seemed fond enough of Miss Hoyt 
But always a feeling of not wanting to pry into other 
people’s concerns had kept her from questioning 
Fatima on the subject And it was the same reason 
that had made her show only slight interest when the 
girl spoke of the ben Aissa and the mysterious City of 
Stones For mysterious Hoyt had said it was A city, 
unknown to any European except himself, that for 
generations had been feared by all the surrounding 
tnbes, and about which strange stones had been told 
ever since the French occupation of Algeria Haunted, 
so Hoyt affirmed, and honeycombed with secret pas- 
sages But laughingly he had added that there was no 
truth in the popular belief that the inhabitants used 
the bones of their enemies to embellish the battlements 
of the city Bones there were, as she would see, and 
most artistically arranged, hut the bones of camels not 
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men This morning Fatima was full of talk, bubbling 
over with a kind of suppressed excitement that made 
Tcma realise more than ever what was her joy at return 
mg to her own country Monosyllabic replies failing to 
stem the current of her conversation Isma at last felt 
obliged to send her away, frankly announcing she 
wanted to sleep And sleep she did until Fatima came 
again at midday with another tray and the news that 
" master had gone to look at the water ” 

Not much use getting up if there was no one to talk 
to, Isma decided, while a peep outside that showed a 
leaden sky and soft ram steadily falling confirmed her 
decision and sent her back to bed not to sleep but to 
read, the first opportunity she had had since leaving 
Algiers It was dark before she dressed and went to 
join Hoyt whose return to camp she had heard a few 
minutes earlier 

The soft rain turned to a heavy downpour, the 
Soaked ground was fast becommg a quagmire and 
several times as she picked a cautious way between 
snapping camels dejectedly huddled m twos and threes 
moaning their misery she splashed over her ankles into 
deep pools But she found an element of humour even 
in the discomfort, and she was laughing when she 
reached the mess tent 

Very bare it looked with rugs and cushions rolled up 
and stowed away out of the damp on the tops of several 
large packing cases, and two more cases the only 
available seats Like a ship stripped for action, she 
thought, and turned to Hoyt with a giro " Enemy m 
sight yet, captain 7 ” 

The grin he hashed back at her was only a fleeting 
one that left his face graver than it had been before 
" In sight, and coming on fast,” he said rather jerkily 
" Of course there's a chance still just about one chance 
in a hundred it may break m another direction before it 
gels here But I’ve got to tell you, and I just hate to 
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have to, if it does come it's maybe going to be — hell 
If it was only me and the men I wonldn t care It's our 
job to take risks But you — you re a different pro- 
position altogether, and I'd just give all I possess for 
this not to have happened " 

For the first tune she realised fully the immense 
gravity of the situation And a faint feeling of dread, 
the fear of being drowned like a rat in a hole, held her 
silent for a moment But the love of danger was in her 
blood, and fear went m a sudden rush of tremendous 
excitement that brought the colour back into her cheeks 
and made her eyes shine With a quick little laugh she 
leant forward and patted the Sagamore's arm “ Don’t 
you worry about me " she smiled " There never was 
a Crichton drowned yet, and I'm not going to be the 
first " 

His face bnghtened, but what he might have said 
was interrupted by a blinding flash of jagged forked 
lightning and almost simultaneously, a crashing peal of 
thunder Then the heavens opened and the ram fell m 
sheets 

With a muttered word she did qot catch that was 
followed by a peremptory “ You stay here,” addressed 
to herself, Hoyt rushed out into the storm, and by the 
light of the vivid flashes Isma saw the men running 
from all parts of the camp in answer to his call 
Between the heavy rolls of thunder she heard him shout 
again, saw the men disperse and then reassemble with 
spader and sticks m their hands, and guessed even 
before the work began that he was setting them to dig 
trenches to dram the water from the tents Pas- 
sionately she wished that she too could lend a hand 
But he had told her to stay where she was, and much as 
it went against the gram the only thing to do was to 
obey orders 

So, crouched on a packing case, too excited even to 
smoke, she tried to forget her own uselessness while 
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she followed the white gleam of his electric torch as he 
directed the movements of the men who were now 
digging furiously 

Soon to this faint illumination* was added two 
acetylene flares which, drowned every few moments by 
the ram and as often reht, flashing here and there like 
pixy-lights dancing over a marsh, gave httle real 
assistance but considerably increased the strange 
weirdness of the scene Even the men, flitting about 
in the darkness with their white linen gandouras belted 
high above their knees, looked weird and unearthly, 
less like human beings than pale spirits in some ghostly 
ballet And to Isma, on her perch, the whole thing 
seemed curiously unreal, so unreal that presently she 
began to have an odd feeling that what she saw was all 
make-believe, that she wasn't in the wilds of Afnca at 
all but sitting m a very draughty box of a theatre 
watching a realistically staged performance of a Dance 
Macabre So strong was the impression that when, as 
happened often, a slim brown-legged figure stopped for 
a moment in the broad beam of light issuing from the 
mess tent to nod and smile at her, every time instinc- 
tively she clapped Ifer hands as she smiled and nodded 
back Long before the digging was over Mohamed 
came squelching triumphantly through the mud with a 
basin of scalding soup carried carefully under his 
burnous, and at intervals came again bringing other 
dishes that only Hoyt's insistence, when from time to 
tune he snatched a few minutes respite for food himself, 
induced her to eat 

For hours the work went on, and it was very late 
when Hoyt dismissed the men and sent them to get 
their own food Like than he was drenched to the 
skin But he was smiling when he came into the tent 
and there was a look in his eyes Isma had never seen 
before, though Arne who had known him in France 
would have recognised it " We've done all we can,’ ’ he 
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announced, mopping his wet face, " the rest is with 
Allah Doud’s still back on the trail watching, and 
he'll warn us if we have to make a bolt for it But 
there’s still a chance, so you'd better go and he down, 
even if you can’t sleep Don’t take your clothes off, 
and keep Fatima with you I’ll want you both 
together if I have to fetch you m a hurry ” He paused, 
and as she scrambled down from the packing case 
caught her hands tightly, his eyes looking straight 
into hers " I guess I don’t have to say any more 
little lady,” he added, “ from what I’ve seen I reckon 
Cnchtons can be relied on " 

It was the greatest compliment she had ever been 
paid, and the colour flamed into her face ” Ch-cheeno,” 
she stammered rather incoherently, and turned in 
confusion to pick up her mackintosh 
He helped her into it, pulling the collar up high 
around her neck “ Keep that by you ” he warned, 
“ and your torch Now, run — and don’t trip up over 
Beelzebub, he’s just hating the whole world to-night ” 
And one of his boyish laughs followed her as she 
splashed out into the darkness 
In her own tent, stripped like the mess tent and with 
the mattresses raised off the ground on more packing 
cases, she found Fatima waiting A still smiling, per- 
fectly composed Fatima who showed no sign of fear or 
even excitement as she pointed to {jacked suit-cases and 
rolled up hold-alls, and gently intimated, as Hoyt had, 
that the rest was with Allah 
A comfortable creed this fatalism of the Arabs, Isma 
reflected as she swung herself on to her precarious 
couch, yet what could the Hereafter hold for Fatima 
who, being a woman, according to her own religion was 
possessed of no soul ? But whatever Fatima believed 
she was a game little thing, and if she died to-night it 
was some satisfaction to know that she would find that 
the Prophet had made one mistake, if he had not made 



THE CAPTIVE OF SAHARA ioi 

many And if she herself died ? Well, she wasn’t 
afraid — and Daddy would be there waiting for her and, 
with him, the mother she had never seen But David, 

who had begged her not to go on this trip Almost 

Isma could see him, gloomy-eyed as he had stood on the 
London platform, tremendously stiff and dignified, 
yet inwardly — she had felt it — longing to shake her 
Would he really care — so very much ? 

She had no intention of sleeping, had not thought it 
possible she could sleep after all the hours she had 
already put m that day But when, only a moment so 
it seemed to her after she laid her head on the pillow, 
she was roused by the loud calling of her own name it 
was from an absurd dream in which she and David, 
cooped up m a horsebox in Victoria Station, were hotly 
disputing with Fatima and the Prophet, looking 
strangely like his culinary namesake, as to the Gadfly s 
right of entry into Paradise “ Of course she's got a 
soul, and it’s Peter's job not yours anyway,” she was 
saying indignantly as another “ Miss Crichton ”, this 
time accompanied by a vigorous shake, woke her com- 
pletely and she started up, blinking at the hght Hoyt 
was flashing m he? eyes 

“ Your coats, quick,” he said sharply, " never mind 
about anything eke ” 

She was on her feet in an instant* dragging on topcoat 
and mackintosh And before the last was buttoned 
she was outside with one hand in Hoyt’s and Fatima 
clinging to the other, running as she had never run in 
her life All around her she could hear others running 
and a babel of fierce confused sound, but m the pitch 
blackness only Hoyt’s torch sent out a single ray of 
hght And her eyes fixed on its pale reflection, her 
teeth denched to keep back the questions that surged 
to her bps she raced with her equally silent companions 
past groups of bellowing camels and through pools of 
icy water that splashed her from head to foot until. 
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rising suddenly before her, she saw the steep slope of 
the little mound she had climbed last night 

At its base Hoyt halted “ Up to the top,” he panted, 
“ and wait till I come, ' and was gone before Isma 
could expostulate 

In the hurried rush she had forgotten her own torch, 
and left with Fatima in the darkness she stood for a 
moment watching the receding gleam of Hoyt’s torch 
hardly knowing yet whether to be grateful to him or 
angry 

Shoved out of the way for the second tune to-night 
when she wanted to be up and domg, taking her share, 
helping as she perfectly well could help Ghastly to be 
considered just a piece of feminine inconvenience to go 
where she was told and stay where she was put And 
ghastly to sit perched up on that mouldy hillock without 
an idea of what was happening Not funny, not the 
least little bit funny' — but, like it or not, the thing die 
had to do This was Hoyt’s show, and she — loathsome 
thought — merely a responsibility he wanted off his 
hands before he started to save his precious packing 
cases 

At the thought of those oblong l?oxes, seen to-night 
for the first time without the wrappings that ordinarily 
hid them, all the suspicions Isma had tried to forget 
rushed over her again with renewed force, and a little 
chill that had nothing to do with the present impending 
danger stole coldly down her spine as she began to 
scramble up the gravelly hillside 

But the narrow ridge reached everything went from 
her but the pure discomfort of her position and a desire 
to know what was passing in the camp below Even 
had it been light the heavy ram driving in her face 
would have made it difficult to see, but where she stood 
deep blackness enshrouded her and hung over the little 
valley like a pall Unable to distinguish anything she 
could only hear— the shouts of the men, with Hoyt’s 
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voice rising now and then above the rest, 
hideous din of the camels roanng in rage or f^nr 
Sounds that merely augmented suspense and made the 
tension more horrible Just what were they doing 
down there ? And how soon before the hungry waters 
came pouring through to chase them from the camp 
site, or drown them before they got clear ? If she could 
only do something to help If she could even walk 
about instead of being compelled to stand here wading 
for heaven knew what in the cold and ram Already 
her feet were like lumps of ice, and so probably were the 
uncomplaining Fatima's But she couldn t see a yard 
before her face, and how the mound was shaped she 
couldn’t for the hfe of her remember Two steps either 
way, and she might go hurtling 

Impatiently she thrust cold hands into her mackin- 
tosh pockets, and her fingers closed on the torch she 
had thought was left behind The next moment she 
was looking into Fatima’s solemn brown eyes, and 
laughing with sheer relief as she hopped up and down 
to take the numbness out of her toes 

That tiny spot of light seemed to change the whole 
situation, making at least tolerable what before had 
been almost unendurable 

She was still skipping from foot to foot, and urging 
the reluctant Fatima to follow her good example, when 
voices rose out of the darkness below and as she trained 
her flashlight to look half a dozen white clad figures 
came rushing up the mound to fling down a load of suit- 
cases and bundles And very shortly others followed 
carrying small square wooden boxes Isma had never 
seen before Then, after a considerable wait, the long 
packing cases began to arrive, four men to each, and 
noting their number she understood,' or thought she 
understood at last why Hoyt travelled with such a 
large caravan Heavy, those cases, and an awkward 
load for a camel Awkward too perhaps for the owner 
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of the camels if he met with the inquisitive little sous- 
officier Cassie Hoyt had suggested 
Had Cassie known of these too as well as that other 
stuff that had come in the floor of the car ? 

With a mutter of annoyance Isma swung on her heel 
and went back to the edge of the ndge to stare again 
into the black void where the camp had been What 
did it matter what Cassie knew, or what was in those 
wretched boxes ? It wasn't her affair All that con- 
cerned her was her own personal feeling for the Hoyts 
She liked Cassie And she liked the Sagamore, too 
much not to be uneasy now at his prolonged absence 
What was keeping him and Doud, and those four other 
camelmen who were also missing ? The rest of the 
men were all on the mound, had been there for what 
seemed ages Why didn't some of them do something 
about it instead of chattering like a lot of magpies ? 
Wrathfully Isma glanced at the group of Arabs squat- 
ting near her and then back into the void again with 
ever increasing uneasiness And as moment succeeded 
moment the eenness of her surroundings and the strain 
of not knowing what was coming t^gan to react on her 
nerves, shaking them and bringing strange fancies 
Hardly conscious of it at first and not realising towards 
what her thoughts were drifting all at once she found 
herself sweating with fear not of anything tangible but 
of some horrible unknown something that seemed to 
hang monstrous and sinister over the wmd-swept 
mound And the quick thought came that this was 
Africa — ghost-ndden and demon-haunted, saturated 
with age-old evils and unfathomable mysteries of the 
past Was Fatima aware of it, she wondered, and the 
men, who had so suddenly fallen silent ’ 

Longing for the sound of a human voice, even if it 
was merely her own, she forced her Ups to the only 
question she cared to ask ** Where is Mr Hoyt? "she 
called to Fatima "Ask themen why he doesn't come '* 
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But a gust of wind blew Fatima's answer to shreds, and 
she could only catch the word " camels ” The camels ? 
Already beginning to feel ashamed of the superstitious 
terror she had given way to, the mention of those 
homely beasts brought her thoughts back completely 
to the solid things of the earth A whistle of dismay 
escaped her The camels, of course She’d forgotten 
all about them A pretty pickle they'd be in if the 
camels were drowned Yet better they than the Saga- 
more, if there was to be any drowning at all But was 
there ? If the flood was really coming it ought to have 
been here by now Perhaps it was all a mistake 
Perhaps — she leaned forward suddenly, her ears 
strained to listen Above the voices of the men who 
had begun to talk again above the moaning of the wind 
that had increased in force she had heard another 
sound, a sound she knew to be the dull murmur of 
rushing water And almost before she grasped its sig- 
nificance the murmur turned to a roar that sent the 
men shouting to their feet Louder it grew and nearer 
Then with a thud that made it quiver the first curling 
wave of the flood .crashed against the base of the 
mound and a shower of spray shot up to drench the 
already rain-soaked little party on its summit 

In an instant the mound was an island, and on every 
side Isma could hear the surge of the swift-runmng tide 
tearing at the loose gravelly soil And the Sagamore 
had not come, could not come now through that furious 
welter of water 

Shudder after shudder went through her, and in 
almost childish rage at its futility she dropped the use- 
less torch The light might have guided him, hut 
there was no longer any hope of that Her hands 
clenching and unclenching convulsively she stood 
stanog into space To her own predicament, stranded 
in this desolate spot alone amongst natives whose 
language she could not speak, she gave no thought. 
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She could only think of the Sagamore whom she had 
come to like so much, of his chivalry to her and many 
kindnesses She had lost a good friend, who had so 
few friends to lose , and how, oh how— if she lived 
through this herself— was she ever going to tell Cassie ? 

With another long shudder she turned slowly to look 
for Fatima who was still lying wailing and beating her 
head on her arms, face downwards on the wet ground 
where she had flung herself when the flood struck the 
mound But as she turned a drawling " Reckon we'll 
have to build an ark ’’ that sounded not more than a 
foot or two away made her start, and then spring 
forward with a little choking cry 
“ Oh, I thought you were drowned 1 " 

" Not this time,” was the laughing reply, and out of 
the darkness two hands came to close warmly over her 
cold ones, " but it was a near thing, nearer than I care 
to think about " 

“ But how ? ” she gasped *' I was looking all the 
time ” 

" Not m the right direction,” Hoyt laughed again, 
" I came up the back way Beat Jthe flood by about a 
yard Haven’t run so fast since I was at college " 

" And Doud — and the other men ? ” 

“ Over yonder, on that other little Ararat, with all 
the camels we could get on their feet ” 

"Oh, I'm glad — I'm glad I thought — — ” Her 
voice broke and suddenly she collapsed against him, 
clinging for a moment to the arm he slipped round her, 
trembling as she had not trembled during those hor- 
rible minutes of suspense Then with an ©ffojrt she 
pulled herself together '* I'm sorry,” she murmured 
apologetically “ I didn't mean to be such an idiot ” 

“ Idiot — nothing,” he retorted, almost sharply " I'm 
hoping I'll have a few more idiots of your sort to help 
me through the next time trouble comes my way 
You're just all in, you poor little kid, that’s what’s the 
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matter with you And nght now I'm going to get you 
fixed up out of this dam’ wind Have you got your 
torch ? Mine gave out a while ago ” 

" It's somewhere near here,” she answered with an 
unsteady little laugh, “ but I don t know if it’s any use 
I dropped it ” But as she stooped to grope for it he 
drew her back 

“ You keep quiet,” he said authoritatively, " the 
men will find it They’ve better eyes than we have ” 
His coming seemed to alter everything And 
listening to his quick Arabic, watching the men hurry- 
ing to obey his orders by the light of the recovered torch 
she wondered what would have happened to her and to 
all of them if he had not come Like children these 
Arabs, up in the clouds one minute and down in the 
depths the next And they had been down in the very 
lowest depths only a few moments before But so for 
that matter had she, she told herself, so it wasn't any 
use trying to feel superior 

Then Hoyt called, and the sight of the little shelter 
that had been arranged for her amongst the packing 
cases made her forget.everythmg but just how cold and 
tired and sleepy she was In five minutes, warmed by 
the brandy he had literally poured down her throat and 
wrapped in blankets that had been kept dry in a ground- 
sheet, she was fast asleep 



CHAPTER V 


I T was more than a week before the march could be 
resumed, and then progress had been slow and often 
interrupted For this the still spongy and water- 
logged condition of the ground was partly responsible, 
but the chief cause was the loss of five camels that had 
been drowned and the consequent overburdening of the 
already heavily laden survivors 

Often, watching their laboured movements, Isma had 
wished that those bulky cases could be abandoned or, 
better still, that they had been washed away like the 
camels in the flood But distressed though she was for 
them all her sympathy was not expended on the poor 
weary beasts Some she reserved for herself, and the 
other human members of the party The camels at 
least could eat their fill while they rested between the 
short stages, but for those who drove them food was 
running short The unexpected hold-up by the flood 
and the subsequent enforced delays had put a big 
strain on the commissariat, and for days they had been 
on half rations 

Her appetite sharpened by the desert air the longing 
for one full and satisfying meal became such that at 
last, to her horror, Isma found herself thinking of 
nothing but food And gravely, as if no other thing m 
the world mattered, she and Hoyt would discuss their 
favourite dishes and compile elaborate menus that 
should be served — when Mohamed could lay his hands 
on the materials 

But they had had to wait long before they reached 
the village where Hoyt hoped to find fresh supplies, and 
camels to help out his depleted tram 
To Isma’s surprise — for up to now they had avoided 
villages and she had not known the extent of the 

xoS 
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Sagamore’s acquaintances — the sheik of the district had 
welcomed them effusively, and supplies had arrived in 
bulk and with promptitude But the camels had 
proved a difficulty There were very few in the village, 
and none of them strong enough for Hoyt's require- 
ments and several days passed before others more 
suitable for the work could be rounded up and brought 
in from far-off pasturages Yet when at last they came, 
and the Sagamore and Doud had approved them, Isma 
was amazed at the speedy transaction that ensued 
" How do you manage to buy them so quickly ? " she 
had asked as she watched Hoyt hand over a roll of 
greasy notes which the sheik received with apparent 
indifference, “ I thought Arabs always haggled and 
bargained for hours when they bought or sold anything ” 
“ So they do, generally,” he had replied “ but this 
chap's a friend of mine Lucky for us he is,” he had 
added with a twinkle, " since he’s one of the most 
notorious bandits m the whole of Algeria He s raided 
more villages and exterminated more caravans than 
possibly he can remember, and he s gotten a pnce on 
on his head would tempt a lot of people if they didn’t 
know as sure as twft makes two they’d never hve to 
collect it, for he’s tremendously popular with his own 
tribe It keeps him on the trot though , he isn t often 
found in his own home town But he’s made his pile 
and raiding’s just a game with him now He’s come to 
be a sort of Arab Robin Hood in his old age, confines his 
attention to the nch and robs them to give to the poor 
—his own poor, of course, on the principle that chanty 
begins at home Now come and have some more of his 
mint tea, he's a reape Mohamed would give his ears to 
get ” And less horrified than a few weeks ago she 
would have thought possible, for she was getting used 
to shocks, Isma had followed him mto the chiefs house 
for the tea-dnnkmg that had become a daily occurrence 
Yet for all her new knowledge of him she had found it 
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hard to believe that the gentle-faced soft-voiced man 
sitting opposite to her and manipulating the teapots 
with such meticulous care was really the hardened 
ruffian he was reported to be She gave up thinking 
about it at last Faces were nothing to go by And m 
this country, as in every other, one just had to take 
people as one found them Murderer he might be but 
he was their host, and a very courteous host, and he had 
helped them out of a pretty big difficulty But the 
bandit and his hospitality were already many days 
march behind them So too the last outlying spurs of 
the hamada Descending by a senes of terraces they 
had reached low ground, a region of rolling sand dunes, 
easy to cross yet high enough to prevent any distant 
outlook, amongst which the camels found sufficient 
pasturage 

Progress was still slow, and Isma felt sometimes as if 
months instead of weeks had elapsed since she left 
Algiers But she was in no hurry to get to her jour- 
ney's end In spite of all the fatigues and discomforts 
she was perfectly happy and content, finding new 
interest m everything she saw And it was well for 
her that it was so, for she had realised long since that 
the protracted journey was not due entirely to the 
leisurely gait of the baggage camels but that for 
reasons casually referred to by Hoyt but not particu- 
larised, and into which, she felt it wiser not to inquire, 
they were taking a very roundabout r<5ute to reach the 
ben Aissa country 

So accustomed did she grow to the daily routine that 
there were times when she seemed to be living m a 
dream, when the City of Stones appeared less an actual 
fact than an intangible myth that would never 
materialise into concrete form, that they would con- 
tinue to journey on and on indefinitely— until she 
would wake from her dream to real life again with all its 
difficult problems Even when the monotonous sand 
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dunes gave place to a district of dark foibidding looking 
mountains which Hoyt said marked the boundary of 
the ben Aissa territory that dream feeling had persisted 
But all that was past, and to-day she was very wide 
awake For last night Hoyt had told her that they 
were only a day's march from the city she had almost 
come to think she would never see And now, a few 
hours after sunrise, sitting lazily on her camel while the 
caravan toiled slowly through a boulder-strewn ravine, 
she was wondering for perhaps the hundredth time at 
the strange chance that had brought her here 
The whole thing was rather fantastic When the 
Sidi had first suggested it at Denes Abbey it had seemed 
beyond all possibility of achievement She had been 
thrilled by his descriptions of the desert, interested in 
the sister he evidently loved and admired, but until 
Messaouda s unexpected invitation had come she had 
never seriously considered the idea of visiting the 
Sahara And it was not a wish to see more of the 
young Arab chief that had made her accept the invita- 
tion, but sheer love of adventure and the knowledge 
that she was being offered a unique experience 
The Sidi had been an agreeable acquaintance — after 
she had recovered from that first unaccountable feeling 
of repulsion — and the mystery that seemed to hang 
over him had made him rather a romantic figure in 
prosaic England, but her mterest had gone no further 
than that She was vaguely pleased at the prospect of 
seeing him agam, but her thoughts were turned more 
eagerly towards the unknown Messaouda, For her 
pleasure in this odd visit would depend on the Arab girl 
rather than on her brother Were they going to like 
each other? It all seemed to hang on that But 
whether she found Messaouda a congenial companion 
or not at least she would get all the riding she wanted, 
on a decent horse, thank goodness instead of this 
perverse unlovable brute of a camel Horses she 
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understood and could handle But camels Her 

ungainly mount was lagging behind as he always did on 
every possible occasion, and with a grunt of disgust 
Isma brought her leather quirt down sharply on his 
dusty flank “ Oh, get on, Horace,” she muttered, 
“ this isn t a funeral ” But only a sulky gurgle came 
from him And too hot to repeat the exertion, for 
even the gloomy ravine was stifling, she fell to thinking 
of Messaouda again 

Cassie Hoyt had spoken of her often, and in terms of 
almost extravagant praise and affection , but beyond 
agreeing, more or less indifferently, when Cassie 
appealed to him to confirm some of her eulogistic 
statements the Sagamore had said httle of his Arab 
friend's sister And since the start of the journey he 
had scarcely mentioned her But that wasn't any 
great wonder, Isma murmured to herself, looking 
speculatively at the big loosely-knit figure jogging 
along on Beelzebub a few paces ahead Kind and 
deferential though he was to them always he didn’t 
seem really keen on women At the Abbey he had 
hung more with the men of th^ party, and in Algiers 
she had noticed the same thing Only once had she 
ever seen anything to make her doubt her opinion— 
that strange yearning look that had come into his eyes 
on the hilltop where she had watched her first real 
desert sunset And that look might have been 
prompted by the longing for other things than a woman, 
or it might even, as she had half thought at the time, 
have existed only m her own imagination 

Meanwhile whatever Messaouda might prove to be 
she certainly lived in a country that nature had made 
almost impregnable 

Her thoughts drawn back to her immediate sur- 
roundings Isma glanced about her and then up at the 
frowning cliffs that rose sheer on either side of the 
narrow ravine Ideal country for guerilla warfare, she 
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reflected, and almost unconsciously turned to look at 
the long tram of baggage camels following closely 
behind In a pass like this a few could keep back 
hundreds, and with snipers hidden amongst the rocks 
above, any opposmg force trying to break through 
would have httle chance of achieving their objective 
And no force could arrive so far without detection, for 
there were watch-towers scattered all over the hilltops, 
When the mountain range first loomed m sight she 
had seen them, and since then had seen more, squat 
stone-built structures that had a menacing look, and 
none of them had been tenantless Whatever they 
were watching for, the ben Aissa were evidently taking 
no chances 

Isma looked again at the jagged rocks and tumbled 
masses of broken stone that almost blocked the ravine 
A wild and desolate spot, probably the result of some 
great volcanic upheaval far back in the dim ages, it 
was a fit home for — bandits ? The thought made her 
smile Was the Sidi, like that gentle-voiced old man in 
the village, nothing really but a bandit chief, leader of a 
bandit tribe ? Wa§ that why he might not be spoken 
of in Algiers ? If that was all then those beastly old 
packing cases didn’t really matter so much Didn’t 
matter? This time Isma laughed out loud Was 
civilisation losing its hold over her so soon ? Was this 
the result of only a few weeks in the desert ? To what 
pitch of lawlessness then would she arrive if she 
remained here the months she anticipated ? She’d be 
a bandit herself if she didn't look out 

Another npple of uncontrollable mirth escaped her, 
and to Hoyt’s “ What's the joke ? ” she could only 
giggle weakly and mop her eyes with the back of a very 
sunburnt hand " Only a silly thought,” she managed 
to say at last, " much too silly to tell you But you 
ought to be very glad I can laugh This isn’t a par- 
ticularly cheerful spot, is it ? " 
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“ We'll soon be out of it now,” he called over his 
shoulder, ‘ and then we’ll stop for lunch Doesn’t that 
sound good ? ” 

* Oh, don’t," she protested, “ don’t remind me what 
a pig I am I never knew I was such a glutton till I 
came to this country ” 

She heard him chuckle, but he made no comment 
And the way grown nearly precipitous she was forced to 
give all her attention to her dilatory camel until the 
top of the pass was reached There, passing between 
two tall boulders like massive gateposts that afforded 
only room for one at a time, they rode out into a shallow 
depression set like a little cup on the summit of the 
mountain where Hoyt gave the word to dismount 
But only Mohamed and two of the other men brought 
their camels to their knees The rest of the caravan, 
when it straggled into view, marched steadily on and 
disappeared again over a fold of the hill 

It was a departure from precedent at which Isma 
stared m wide-eyed astonishment, for until to-day the 
baggage camels had always remained in sight during 
the midday halt " Why don’t thgy wait for us ? " she 
asked, turning to Hoyt who was stretched comfortably 
■on the ground watching Mohamed unpack the lunch 
basket 

“ No need/* he returned lazily, " we're amongst 
friends here We don’t have to watch out for — ban- 
dits any longer,” he added with an odd little laugh 
But her attention diverted to the men who were erecting 
a shelter over his recumbent form with sticks and a 
couple of burnouses Isma did not notice the slight 
pause he made or his laugh And when the shelter was 
finished, and she crawled in beside him, she was too 
content in the shade it gave from the burning snn to 
bother any more about the caravan 

After lunch, kept awake by the swarms of persistent 
gnats that even Hoyt’s cigar could not discourage, she 
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sat silent for a long time, and so still that he thought 
she was asleep and refrained himself from speaking 

But at length, with a sudden quick movement, she 
turned to him, pushing back the heavy helmet she 
had tilted over her eyes “ I can’t tell you how much 
I've enjoyed this trip,” she burst out, " or how grateful 
I am to you for making it possible It's been simply 
grand, and I’ve loved every minute of it But I’ve 
had awful qualms of conscience ever since we left Miss 
Hoyt I hadn't the least idea, when you offered to 
bring me down here, what you were offering or what 
I was accepting But I realise now, and I realise too 
that I’ve been a horrible responsibility I'll never 
forget your kindness, and I don’t know how to thank 
you enough ” 

Hoyt slapped at a gnat, triumphantly exhibited the 
corpse with one of his boyish laughs, and shrugged his 
shoulders " Can’t say I’ve done a great deal,” he 
drawled, " you're such an independent little piece of 
goods you haven’t given toe much chance And as 
to thanks — well, I guess you can cut them right out 
I had to make this trip anyway, so one more added to 
the caravan wasn’t slhy great matter And if you’ve 
enjoyed it, I’ve enjoyed having you come along with 
me more than I can say So I reckon we're all square, 

and ” He broke off suddenly, craning forward as 

if listening, then thrust his bare head out into the 
sunshine Almost simultaneously she heard a wild 
whoop, then " Come on, Miss Crichton, here’s Said,” 
and saw the rest of his lanky body squirm through the 
opening between the two burnouses 
Less disregardful of the hot sun she lingered for a 
moment to adjust her helmet before following hi m 
And outside, risen to her feet, she stood for another 
moment hesitating, wondering if the resplendent figure 
a few paces away boisterously embracing Hoyt could 
really be the shy quiet little man she had known in 
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England There she had often found it difficult to 
remember he was not a European But here, in the 
high sillc-swathed turban that made him appear so 
much taller, in the long flowing robes that showed 
dazzlingly white under the gold-embroidered dark blue 
burnous he had flung back from his shoulders he looked 
what he was — an Arab of the Arabs And the thought 
flashed into her mind that his change of dress might 
not be the only change she would find m him 

But she had no time to pursue the thought For 
breaking away from Hoyt the Sidi was beside her m an 
instant, his dark melancholy eyes blazing with excite- 
ment, stammering breathless words of welcome as he 
touched his forehead in a quick formal salaam and then 
caught her outstretched hands up to his kps " I just 
can t believe you’ve really come,” he kept repeating 
" Even when I knew you were on your way I was afraid 
— afraid you’d get bored and go back, or that some- 
thing would happen ” 

Though recollection of his words was to return later 
to puzzle her, at the moment it never occurred to Isma 
to wondfer how he could know with certainty that they 
were on their way She was orfiy thinking, while she 
laughingly disengaged her hands from his, that he was 
not so very different after all to the man she remembered 

“ I wasn't bored m the least,” she declared, " and 
nothing happened I’ve enjoyed the whole trip 
enormously ” 

” You like— my country ? ” he asked, with the same 
odd breathlessness 

“ I think it's simply wonderful,” die replied enthusi- 
astically 

A strange look flashed over his face But before he 
could speak a roar of laughter came from Hoyt 
'* Hark to her l " he cried, beating Said vigorously on 
the back, ” and to think that up to now I've always 
regarded her as a perfectly truthful young woman 
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Nothing happened, and we enjoyed the whole tnp, did 
we ? Well, you just listen to me We’d the hell of a 
time — frozen on the hamada, nearly drowned when the 
Oued N’ Sfer flooded, and half starved before we could 
make old Abdul Rahman’s village If Miss Crichton 
really hkes your darned old country she s mighty 
forgiving, that s all I’ve got to say And now you 
know the truth of it just take a squint at the sun, will 
you If Miss Crichton is to get her first sight of the 
city the way I’m wanting, we'll have to rustle ” 

More than a little embarrassed by Said’s effusiveness 
and the exuberance of his welcome Isma inwardly 
hailed the suggestion It was the Oriental showing in 
him, she thought rather scornfully as she cbmbed on 
to her camel again — and was immediately annoyed 
with herself that she should criticise The ways of the 
East were not those of the West, so why carp at manners 
that were different to her own just because she didn’t 
understand them That was only bemg insular and 
stupidly prejudiced She had seen enough of Arabs 
by now to know that for all their calm dignity they were 
at bottom an emotipnal race, easily stirred to excite- 
ment And a visitor from the outside world must be 
an exciting event for anyone living in this back of 
beyond He was only conforming to type after all, and 
it was inexcusable to accept his hospitality and then 
start picking holes in him 

With a mental resolve to be more tolerant in the 
future she turned her attention to the track they were 
following Winding between deep cuts and folds in 
the bdls it was a very narrow one, and obliged to nde 
in single file they were all more or less silent for the 
first few miles And when conversation became 
possible again Said appeared to have completely re- 
covered his usual calmness But he had many ques- 
tions to ask, of the journey, of her stay in Algiers, and 
of Irenes Abbey and the Ames And Isma was glad 
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enough to talk, for the conformation of the ground gave 
no outlook and the way was uninteresting 

But when two hours had passed, and both men had 
fallen silent agam, she began to get very tired of the 
shut-in trail and the monotonous ups and downs that 
seemed unending They had come to a steeper slope 
than usual, had nearly reached the top — which looked 
no different to others they had surmounted only to 
find another ndge confronting them — and she was on 
the point of asking how much farther this maze of 
turns and twists extended, when Hoyt suddenly swung 
Beelzebub closer and caught at her camel's headrope 
“ Shut your eyes, Miss Crichton,” he said quickly 
Too astonished to comply she merely stared at him 

" But why ” she was beginning 

“ Never mind why Shut them,” he repeated 
“ Well, hold on to Horace then, or I’ll fall off,” she 
laughed, and covered her face with her hands She 
felt her camel nse to the ndge, and leaned back in- 
stinctively as he lurched forward and downward 
Then he stopped, and Hoyt's voice came again 
" Now look ” And, looking, she* gave one little gasp 
and sat speechless For the view that burst on her so 
unexpectedly was grander far and ten times more 
wonderful than anything she had yet seen 

Hundreds of feet below the little stony plateau where 
the camels stood bunched together lay a vast circular 
plain of shining golden sand enclosed by high blood-red 
hills that seemed to surround it like a wall And m the 
middle of the plain, built on a smgle gigantic rock that 
covered many acres, the City of Stones reared its great 
pyramidal bulk up to the sky Terraced and hattle- 
mented, rising tier upon tier to the gleaming white 
shaft of the minaret that crowned it, it stood clear and 
sharp in the bright light of the afternoon sun, gnm and 
formidable-looking yet strangely beautiful m its massive 
strength But the gnm fortress city was only half the 
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wonder of that arid-appearing plain To the left and 
at a little distance from it, in startling contrast to its 
stark bareness, stretched a long narrow belt of luxurious 
vegetation — thousands of tall date palms, their long 
feathery fronds swaying m the famt breeze, and patches 
of growing crops, vivid splashes of brightest green 
clustered amongst fruit trees, that gave evidence of 
abundance of water and a richly fertile soil 

In this desert place it seemed almost a miracle, and 
for long Isma looked and marvelled, too absorbed to 
remember that time was passing and they had still 
some way to go Not until Hoyt reminded her of the 
fact did she reluctantly drag her gaze away and turn 
in her saddle to throw a quick smil e of understanding 
at Said 

" I don’t wonder you love your home," she exclaimed 
“ I only wonder you can ever bnng yourself to leave it ” 

Again that same strange look flickered across his 
face But already she was following the Sagamore, 
who had started on ahead, so with only a murmur, too 
low for her to hear, he reined his camel behind hers and 
once more in single file they began the long descent 
down to the plain Only a few feet wide, the track was 
appallingly steep And more than once as she rode its 
zigzag course, a wall of rock rising sheer above her on 
one side and a precipitous drop on the other, Tsm« 
found herself thapkmg Providence for no nerves and a 
steady head But the surface was good, so good that 
Hoyt was moved to sarcastic comment 

‘‘ See what it is to be one of the favoured sex, VTian 
Cnchton," he grinned at her when a sharper turn iha.n 
usual brought them almost face to face “ Said s never 
taken any trouble like this any time I happened to be 
coming along It only wants a strip of red carpet and 
we might be royalty How did you get your proud 
devils to road-mending, Said ? " he added, raising his 
voice 
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" Ask Messaouda,” came promptly from above, " she 
fixed it ” 

Isma gave an exclamation of snrpnse But Hoyt 
merely nodded as if the information was no more than 
he had expected “ Thought so," he grunted, “ I've 
told you often she’s all the brains of your family ” 

A quiet laugh was Said’s only answer And looking 
at the steep track with new and greater interest Isma 
wondered what more shocks were m store for her in 
this queer country Or was it only the ben Aissa and 
their friends who were queer ? She’d have to wait to 
find that out And it didn't matter very much if they 
were If she didn’t like their ways, if she wasn’t happy 
amongst them, the remedy would he in her own hands 
It would be quite easy to invent some excuse and cut 
short her visit But that wasn’t likely to happen She 
was going to enjoy everything, going to have a wonder- 
ful time — and wonderful tales to tell David when die 
got back to England She’d be able to crow over him 
then, make him take back some of the things he’d said 
about this trip 

Isma’s short upper lip curled pt the remembrance of 
some of those things But the next minute she forgot 
David and his remonstrances, for without any urging 
on her part her camel had begun to quicken hjs pace 
and a little later they were at the end of the long 
descent 

There was still a mile of level plain to traverse And 
for some time, riding between Hoyt and Said m eyer- 
mcreasmg excitement, it seemed to her that they made 
no progress at all, for as they advanced the city ap- 
peared to recede, keeping always the same distance 
from them She knew it was only an optical ill usi on, 
so for a few minutes she kept her eyes fixed on the peak 
of her saddle When she raised them agam the huge 
pile looked so startlingly near that a cry of amazement 
escaped her 
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She could distinguish the buildings now, pink-tinged 
from the reflection of the setting sun that had dropped 
nearly to the level of the surrounding hills , the narrow 
ramp that wound round the base of the great rock up 
to the m am gateway , and, set in intricate patterns, 
gleaming like ivory against the dark stone of the battle- 
ments, the famous ornamentation of camel bones that 
had given rise to so many sinister stones 

Eager to see every detail she reached for her field 
glasses And as she trained them on the gateway the 
doors opened, and a body of horsemen poured through 
and down the ramp at a breakneck gallop 

Utterly regardless of life and limb they seemed 
And expecting every moment to see one or another go 
headlong over the edge of the ramp, unconsciously 
Isma breathed a sigh of relief when they readied the 
level and came racmg across the golden plain, their 
white burnouses streaming m the wind Two abreast, 
they advanced without slackening speed to within a 
hundred yards of the now stationary camels There, 
with abruptness that flung the foam-flecked horses back 
on to them haunches, they checked, and dividing mto 
two long hues wheelSd inwards forming a lane Then 
down the lane m a swirl of dust and sand came a single 
Arab, dad m the elaborate dress of a chief and mounted 
on a great black horse, ndmg like a hurricane And as 
horse and nder flashed between the double row of 
tribesmen a hundred rifles swung up in salute, and 
from a hundred throats burst the wfid acclamatory yell 
‘ Ya, Messaouda l Ya, Messaouda 1 ” 

Messaouda ? Isma shot a quick inquiring glance at 
Hoyt and, quicker, glanced away again, feeling almost 
as if she had trespassed For his face was white and 
strained, and m his deep set eyes burned the same look 
of passionate longing she had seal on the hilltop so 
many weeks ago In a flash she understood why all 
other women were of no account to him, It was 
s 
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Messaouda he wanted, Messaouda who kept him m this 
alien country, and that explained a lot of things 
But Messaouda was an Arab I The smile that was 
hovering on Isma’s kps vanished, and a little shiver of 
repulsion went through her Then she remembered 
his ancestry, the native blood that ran m his own veins, 
and struggling against deep ingrained prejudice tried 
to convince herself that there was perhaps some excuse 
for him after all With his antecedents it was hardly 
to be expected he should share in the general aversion 
to mixed marriages , when one owned a purebred Red 
Indian for a great-grandmother, as he did, one probably 
didn’t look at the matter in quite the same light as 
most people Anyway the fact remained — whatever 
came of it, the poor old Sagamore was head over ears 
in love Well, he wasn’t the first to be bowled over by 
a pretty native girl, and this girl was beautiful enough to 
turn any man’s head And she could nde— by Jove, 
she could nde ! Too good a horsewoman herself not 
to appreciate good horsemanship m another Isma 
craned forward to watch the struggle between horse and 
nder that was taking place only a few yards away 

Checked with the same abruptness that had sent the 
escort’s horses slithering on to their tails, but too excited 
to stand, the big stallion was lashing out with his heels 
and rearing almost perpendicularly in quick successive 
bounds while, clinging to him like a limpet, the girl 
sat laughing, alternately coaxing and scolding He 
was still waltzing madly on his bind legs when Hoyt, 
who had slipped from his camel, ran forward and 
catching at his bridle dragged him down by main 
force 

Isma heard Messaouda laugh again, saw her first 
stoop to caress the black’s satiny neck before she took 
the Sagamore’s outstretched hand Then — the big 
black reduced to order and as hypocritically smug as 
the Gadfly after similar exhibitions of foohshness, his 
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mistress thought with sudden longing for her distant 
favounte — together they came forward And a moment 
later Isma was looking into a pair of magnificent 
dark eyes, more tragic even than Said’s and listening 
to a soft low voice that held only the faintest trace of 
American accent 

Yet warm though her welcome was, and genuine as 
it appeared to be, Isma was conscious once or twice 
of a singularly searching look in the Arab girl's sad 
brown eyes and wondered, with an inward smile, if 
she had fallen short of expectations Completely 
dishevelled and much m need of a bath she knew herself 
to be, but she had a feeling that that minute scrutiny 
was not for mere externals Probably just natural 
curiosity, she decided at last, and promptly forgot all 
about it while she answered Messaouda's questions 
about the journey and tried to remember some of the 
many messages with which she had been entrusted by 
Miss Hoyt 

When at length a move was made and the little party 
passed down the ranks of waiting tribesmen there 
came another wild burst of cheering and this time, 
sharp above the raifcous voices, the rattle and crack 
of rifle shots fired into the air Smothering a desire 
to laugh, for it all seemed so ridiculously theatrical, 
wondering what the girl at her side thought of it, 
covertly Isma glanced at her— and went suddenly 
scarlet For there was amusement and complete 
understanding in the look that met hers Stammeringly 
she tried to explain what to herself seemed a breach 
of good manners. But Messaouda only smiled 

" You don't have to apologise,” she broke in, with a 
fnendly little nod, “ I know it’s terribly like a circus 
parade, and it must seem very strange to you But it's 
natural to us, and I love it When I was to school m 
America I’d follow a circus for miles whenever I got 
the chance, it sounded so homey And when I got 
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home, and the men met me back there at the foot of 
the hills, I just cried and cried, I was so happy to 
hear it again ” 

" Weren’t you happy in America ? ” Isma asked, 
curiously wondering as she had often wondered lately 
what possible use a Western education could be to 
either of these desert-dwellers 
Messaouda shook her head " I tried to be I ought 
to have been, for everyone was perfectly lovely to me 
But all the time I was hungry to be back where I 
belonged, hungry for my own people ” 

Isma’s face clouded, for that confidence was like a 
rough hand laid on an unhealed wound During these 
last weeks of strain and excitement she had had httle 
time to think Now, more poignantly than ever, the 
recollection of all she had lost rushed over her again, 
and with it bitter envy of the Arab girl who still had 
a home and people she loved to care for But she shut 
her lips tightly on her own bitterness To no stranger 
could she speak of these things Only David knew, 
and she had never meant to tell him 
“ It must have been rotten for you if you were home- 
sick the whole time," was all she could achieve, and 
abruptly changing the conversation began to praise 
the beauty of die gardens they were approaching 
Then trouble with her camel, excited by the smell 
of the water m the wells, kept her fully occupied until 
they reached the foot of the long winding ramp 
Eighty feet above her head, and completely encircling 
the city, was the high outer wall which, turreted and 
battlemented, rose from and was welded into a solid 
base of rock The light was going fast, and in the 
dusk it was difficult to see where rock ended and 
masonry began, and gazing up wondermgly at the 
great sprawling mass of buildings Isma marvelled more 
than ever at the skill and labour that had gone to make 
so strange a habitation Ancient she knew it was. 



THE CAPTIVE OF SAHARA 125 

built long before the coming of this Berber tribe who 
centuries ago had wandered from the north m search 
of a new and more isolated home And the sense of its 
age, its very immutability seemed suddenly to oppress 
her Not lifeless rock and mere stones fashioned by 
man’s hands for man's need, she felt it to be, but a 
living, thinking entity — a sullen crouching monster 
that was only biding its time to nse again in rage and 
fury and cast out the petty humans who dared to 
invade its solitude as, aeons before, it had cast out 
that other unknown race of whom no record had ever 
been found 

It was the thought of an instant and she tried to 
laugh at it, thinking she was perhaps overtired or that, 
unconsciously, her brain was reacting to some of the 
weird stones Hoyt had told her But reason as she 
would with herself the odd feeling persisted and with 
it, as they neared the bone-encrusted gateway, came 
an overwhelming reluctance to set foot in this grim 
forbidding-looking city At the moment she would 
have given anything to be able to wheel her camel and 
nde back to the gulden plain, to the desolate hills, 
anywhere, rather than enter it Yet it was the place 
that for months she had most desired to see 

Angrily she pushed the heavy helmet from her wet 
forehead, and sat up straighter in her saddle What 
on earth was the matter with her ? she wondered 
And what could have put all that dnvel into her head 
about the place being alive ? It might be haunted, 
she didn't mind about that, but all the rest was sheer 
raging lunacy— and she hadn’t even a touch of the sun 
to excuse it 

Disgusted with herself, but unable to shake off the 
sense of foreboding that seemed to hang over her like 
a dark cloud, every moment she grew more and more 
depressed But as she rode under the frowning gate- 
way her mood changed and, quickly as it had come, the 
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queer dread she had felt went from her and only mtense 
interest remained 

The massive wooden doors of the gateway gave on 
to a broad lane that ran between the outer wall of defence 
and an inner wall over which hung the first tier of 
densely massed buildings By the light of the lantern 
earned before them as they passed along the lane Isma 
could see that there were no windows on the ground 
level of these buildings, but above were open casements 
brilliantly illuminated and filled with peeping women's 
heads 

Set m the inner wall, fifty paces down the lane, was 
another elaborately ornamented stone archway with 
similhr iron-barred wooden doors From this second 
vaulted archway they emerged into a large open square 
lit by hundreds of torches and packed with people 
who broke into a deafening roar as the camels pushed 
then way through to a little cleared space in the centre 
where armed guards stood in a ring to keep back the 
surging crowd 

Here the camels halted, but the shouting continued 
until Said held up his hand wheiy immediately it died 
away and complete silence ensued 

This instantaneous obedience to a mere signal was 

S roof of authority Isma had hardly expected, and her 
ps curved m a little smile as he remembered the shy 
diffident young man who had always kept so consist- 
ently in the background at Denes Abbey Not much 
diffidence about him here, he thought, with a broader 
smile, and wondered what was coming next Than to 
her surprise he saw that it was Hoyt, not Said, who 
was going to speak And that he was not only welcome 
but extremely popular amongst the inhabitants of 
the city was apparent from the very first, for a deep 
murmur that was obviously pleasure greeted his 
opening words and often his speech was interrupted by 
laughter and loud shouts of approval 
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To Isma, totally unprepared for anything of the 
kind, this tumultuous reception seemed the strangest, 
the most impressive scene she had ever witnessed And 
gazing curiously about her at the tall white-washed 
colonnaded houses built round the square, shadowy 
and mystenous-looking in the flickering light of the 
flaming torches, and at the sea of dark excited faces 
h emming her in, again, as many times before, she 
wished she had Cassie Hoyt’s talent Yet even more 
did she wish that she had Cassie’s knowledge of the 
language, that she could know what the Sagamore 
_was saying to stir his hearers so profoundly 

As it was she could only listen without understanding 
a word, and form conjectures she told herself were 
probably quite erronous but which at last brought a 
troubled look into her eyes Dangerous material to 
play with, these emotional inflammable Arabs, and 
Hoyt was playing with them — deliberately, it seemed 
to her For a moment her thoughts ran not Then, 
angry at her own suspicions, mentally she began to 
argue the matter Why, because Hoyt chose to 
harangue the people, must she immediately think of 
those wretched packing cases ? And suppose they 
were what she suspected, suppose he was running g uns 
into the country ? She had really no definite knowledge 
against whom those guns were to be used Harassed 
as she knew them to be by their Moroccan neighbours 
the ben Aissa must be forced from time to time to 
renew their own stock of rifles They had their 
frontier to guard, and these guns— if guns they were— 
could only be wanted for that To imagine they might 
be used for any other purpose was preposterous 
Infatuated though he was Hoyt couldn’t be such a fool 
And the ben Aissa were outside the French jurisdiction 
—over and over again at the Abbey Said had affirmed 
it So why doubt his truthfulness ? It was just the 
simple explanation she had always hoped would be 
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found He wanted guns to defend his own country, 
and for some reason or other Hoyt had elected to 
smuggle them for him through Algeria That was all 
it amounted to, and there was no need for her to 
worry any more 

Isma breathed a long sigh of relief Convinced she 
had solved the problem that had given her so many 
hours of uneasiness during the past weeks she felt now 
as if a ton load had rolled off her shoulders And with 
a mental apology to the Sagamore, with no doubts left 
to mar her enjoyment, she dismissed the whole thing 
from her mind and turned eagerly once more to take 
stock of her strange surroundings But she could see 
very little, for complete darkness had fallen and the 
far comers of the square lay wrapped m deep impene- 
trable shadow, while the torches in the immediate 
vicinity showed only rows of white-dad motionless 
figures intent on the eloquence that was meanmgless 
to her 

Was he going to talk all night ? she asked herself 
with impatience that was tempered with amusement, 
and, grown tired of studying thg few faces that were 
close enough to be distinguishable, fell to thinking of 
the long journey she could scarcely yet believe was 
really ended 

All this time the camels had remained standing 

But as Hoyt brought his peroration to a dose, and 
another roar of applause rose from the serried ranks of 
tribesmen, Isma's camel, grasped by some unseen hand, 
went suddenly to his knees Taken unawares she shot 
off sideways, to be caught, before she reached the ground, 
by Said How he came to be there so opportunely 
she never knew, for the others were still dismounting, 
npr was it a matter to which die gave any consideration 
She was only concerned with the fact that he was 
holding her, with strength she had not known he 
possessed, and that she had made a highly undignified 
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entry into his capital The thought completely upset 
her gravity, and hastily disengaging herself she gave 
way to peals of irrepressible laughter 
" I'm most awfully sorry,” she gasped between 
giggles, “ hope I haven't knocked all the wind out of 
you ? Horace always tries to shoot me off like that 
whenever he gets the chance, the brute It’s a good 
thing I’m not superstitious, or I might think it was a 
very bad omen for my visit ” 

Too amused at the toss she had taken to notice the 
effect it had had on the man mto whose arms she had 
landed so unceremoniously she never saw that under 
the deep tan his face was as white as Hoyt’s had been an 
hour ago , nor did she see the look, that was almost fear, 
that leaped mto his eyes at her last words But it was 
gone m an instant, and his even voice told her nothing 
as he took her up swiftly “ A good omen, surely, 
since I was able to save you from any hurt May I 
always be so fortunate while you honour the ben Aissa 
with your presence. Miss Crichton ” 

Isma's bps twitched at the stilted little speech 
Highfalutin David would have called it, but then 
David never seemed *to realise that he too was given 
at times to making pretty speeches, to her at any 
rate 

" That’s very mce of you,” she said lightly, " but I 
warn you, if you’ve only got camels for me to nde here 
you’ll haye a busy time of it And if he didn't see, for 
heaven’s sake don’t tell Mr Hoyt Horace kicked me 
off again He’ll rag the life out of me ” Her smile 
showed how little she cared for the Sagamore’s teasing, 
but Said’s glance had flown to the couple deep in 
conversation a few paces away, and in all seriousness he 
hastened to reassure her 

" I guess A 1 wasn't taking any particular notice,” he 
remarked dryly Then, as the crowd around them 
opened to give passage to three or four superior-looking 
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men who came slowly forward “You will forgive my 
father that he is not here to receive you ? ” he went on 
in humed apology, “ it is the hour of evening prayer 
and he is in the mosque But I would like to present 
my cousin, Ishak el-Akhar, and some good friends who 
are staying with us ’’ 

Hoyt’s words to his sister flashed into Isma’s mind 
This must be the man who had refused to handle the 
stuff, who had left Hoyt to take the risk he himself 
had shirked , and yet he was a cousin, a blood relation 
of the family 1 

With a feeling of scorn, prejudiced even before she 
saw him, she swung round to meet the tall powerfully 
built Arab who was advancing with outstretched hand 
— and hated him at sight That he was one of the 
most magniflcent-appeanng men she had ever seen she 
conceded grudgingly But she was looking for more 
than mere physical beauty, and his handsome hawk- 
like face and restless furtive eyes aroused m her nothing 
but intense dislike and mistrust Cruel — and cowardly, 
she reflected with characteristic impetuosity, and 
turned with relief as soon as common courtesy allowed 
to the three visitors who were Hovering shyly behind 
h im But she had only time to see that they were all 
stout and elderly, with pleasant faces to which she took 
an i n stinctive liking, and to shake the fat lixhp hands 
they extended rattier diffidently, before Hoyt and 
Messaouda joined them, full of excuses And a few 
minutes later, proceeded by torches, she was threading 
her way with the others amongst a maze of narrow 
twisting streets that seemed to be never-ending 

Yet interest in all she saw prevented her from finding 
the way long And glimpses mto dark half-open 
doorways , the scarlet impnnt of a hand painted on a 
white-washed wall , a goat that fled bleating down a 
side alley hotly pursued by two screaming children , 
and the groups of gossiping citizens squatted on the 
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ground that were met with at nearly every corner 
kept her commenting and questioning as they passed, 
always ascending, through the crowded town until, 
hundreds of feet above the great market place where 
Hoyt had addressed the people, they came at length 
to a cul-de-sac that ended m a high wooden door 
before which lounged two gigantic negroes 

The door gave entrance to a large courtyard that was 
too dark for Isma to see more than the reflection of 
lights filtering through archways which, she learned 
later, led to the different suites of apartments that 
housed the many inmates of the palace 

Here the men left them And following Messaouda 
she stumbled along dim passageways, up and down 
winding flights of stone steps, and eventually to a 
room that seemed only an anteroom, and from that 
into an inner room where she found Fatima busily 
unpacking her suit-cases 

Spacious rooms, with deep window recesses and 
purely Arab in then furnishings, she saw they were 
But tea was waiting, and she had little time to notice 
the exquisite rugs ancUiangings and the many prepara- 
tions for her comfort"until Messaouda left her to rest 
and change, intimating, with a little smile, that she 
too must hasten to get rid of her own masculine gar- 
ments before her father returned from the mosque 
*' He lets me wear them when I ride with the men," 
she explained, " but he doesn’t like to see me in them, 
and I have to do so many things he doesn’t like Yet 
how can I help it ? He has no son but Said, and Said’s 
hands are full So I have to take my share of the work, 
and be son as well as daughter to him ” 

Several times during the hour that followed, while 
she lay on the soft divan smoking in lazy contentment 
Isma wondered what that work was, and if she would 
ever know But one thing she had learned what- 
ever were this queer Arab girl’s activities she was very 
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obviously the idol of the wild tribesmen with whom 
she rode 

In a suite of rooms that ware the exact counterpart 
of her own she dined alone with Messaouda, who 
looked even more lovely m her heavy silks and little 
jewelled cap than she had in her man’s dress 

Here, later, the old Sheik came to give her courteous 
welcome which Messaouda translated Very old he 
seemed, and very frail, but he still earned himself 
well and his beautiful fine-drawn face showed Isma 
from whom his children got their good looks With 
guests of his own to attend to his stay was bnef But, 
Said and Hoyt, who had come with him, remained to 
smoke and talk until long after midnight , until Isma, 
hiding her yawns with difficulty, began to wonder 
if Arabs never slept and if the dawn would find them 
still talking, still drinking the mint tea which, brought 
fresh at regular intervals, seemed to be m constant 
preparation And the dawn was not far away when at 
last she got back to her own rooms 

" Are you sure you’ve got everything you need ? ” 
Messaouda asked, looking abouf her with an anxious 
little frown "I tried to remember just how the 
guest rooms were fixed when I visited my friends 
in America but it seems so long ago, and the things 
I guess you’ll want most just don’t exist in an Arab 
house ’’ 

“ I don't want anything more than there is, honestly,” 
Isma assured her, yawning shamelessly now, " every- 
thing’s perfect Only it’s— -it's awfully hot in here, 
isn’t it ? ” she added rather tentatively 

Going to one of the deep recesses Messaouda drew 
back the curtain, and unbarring wooden shutters 
revealed a large unglazed window that was guarded by 
heavy iron bars " Is that better ? ” she smiled, as a 
rush of cool air poured into the stifling room But the 
question went unanswered, for Isma’s attention had 
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been caught by a low droning sound that was coming, 
with the night breeze, through the opening 
" What’s that — that .humming noise ? " she asked, 
and the next moment had the key to a remark of Said's 
that had been puzzling her from time to time through- 
out the afternoon and evening 
" It’s only the radio,” replied Messaouda, " they’re 
recharging the batteries ” 



CHAPTER VI 


I N one of the several deep window recesses in 
Messaouda’s room Isma was standing close up 
against the iron grille, watching the antics of two 
small negro hoys m the courtyard below who were 
chasing a tame gazelle up and down the tessellated 
pavement and around the pots of flowering plants they 
were supposed to be watering 
But it was a game she saw played nearly every day 
And at length, with a smothered sigh of impatience, 
she stepped back a few paces to glance at another 
recess placed farther down the room where Messaouda 
sat on a low divan, surrounded by papers and busily 
writing That particular divan lay always m shadow, 
for a large rug hung over the alcove behind it Yet 
it was the Arab girl’s favourite seat 
And looking at her now Isma wondered, as she had 
wondered many times, what queer fancy had made her 
select for her own exclusive use the one gloomy spot 
in the whole room But then fiessaouda was full of 
queer fancies, and if she chose to sit where she did, 
if she chose to rum her eyesight by writing m a bad 
light — and such writing, all dashes and dots like the 
maddest kind of shorthand-— it was, after all, entirely 
her own affair Meanwhile, had she completely for- 
gotten that they were gomg to nde together this 
morning ? Mechanically Isma glanced at her wrist 
But the watch she still wore from habit had long since 
succumbed to the penetrating sand of the desert, and 
shaking her head at it, heaving another impatient sigh, 
she turned her attention once more to the absorbed 
figure on the divan 

Idly at first, then with growing curiosity, she eyed 
the pile of envelopes that aheady half covered the rug 

*34 
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at Messaouda’s feet Was it her own private concerns, 
or business connected with the tribe, that kept her so 
often for hours at a stretch, sometimes alone and some- 
times with her secretary, writing those inte rminab le 
letters ? It could hardly be business, m the exact sense 
of the word In the north all the Arabs, even the nch 
chiefs, were engaged m trade And trade caravans 
crossed the Sahara m all directions, from far further 
m the south than the City of Stones But the ben 
Aissa were not traders For centuries, since the 
Vhen their forefathers, in the tram of Sidi Okba ben 
Nafi, first swept across Northern Africa bringing war 
and Islam to the country, they had been a purely 
fighting tnbe And though the gradual subjugation 
of the surrounding districts had left them at last with 
few enemies a fighting tnbe they had remained, fan- 
atically proud of their ancient traditions and fiercely 
jealous of the independence they were determined to 
preserve The Sagamore had explained all that , had 
referred, too, to the immense personal wealth of the 
old Sheik that enabled him to support a people who 
produced nothing beyond what was needed for their 
own requirements Was it then internal affairs, the 
ordering and managing of the tnbe, that occupied so 
much of Messaouda's tune ? Did she act as estate 
agent, or whatever the Arab equivalent might be, for 
her fattier ? She was quite capable of it , capable of 
a good number of things that were generally supposed 

wo man ' s sphere But Messaouda 
wasn t like an ordinary Arab woman, any more than the 
be ^ jp 53 - ' were hke an ordinary Arab tnbe Both she 
mid they were— queer There was no other word to 
descnbe it Just as the town they hved in was queer 
-queer and creepy, haunted if ever a place was And 

fT 6 0f ? m ° re so 111311 otheis Those mystenous 

edwes down by the market place, audible even when 
it was 'deserted , and that hornble little square near 
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the mosque where the houses were all empty and where 
no one would go after dark because of the showers of 
stones thrown by invisible hands that were said to 
greet any intruder That might be nothing but a tale, 
though Said swore to the truth of it, but stones or no 
stones there was something definitely unpleasant about 
the place, an eerie sense of unseen presence always 
hovering near, and a feeling of being watched and 
followed — when no living soul was m sight — that was 
too real to be only the outcome of imagination Even 
here in the palace, those strange noises that sometimes 
came in the night and which no one seemed able or 
willing, to explam And last night, that man’s voice, 
singing—' when there wasn’t a man in the palace who 
could sing That wasn’t imagination, and it most 
certainly had not been a dream 
More mtngued than really disturbed by the sounds 
that had waked her m the middle of the previous night 
—for a singing ghost, though annoying, was scarcely 
alarming — Isma stood for a little while deliberating 
whether she should speak of it or not, decided finally 
that she would say nothing, and, resigned now to the 
fact that there would probably tfe no ride this morning, 
subsided on to a heap of cushions to wait until Mes- 
saouda’s correspondence was done 
Six weeks had passed since her arrival at the City 
of Stones , weeks which, foil of interest and incident, 
seemed to have flown With Said or his sister, and 
sometimes with Hoyt, she had explored nearly every 
nook and cranny of the fortress city until she had 
learned it thoroughly, and now could easily find her 
own way about alone For the first few days every- 
thing had seemed very strange and bewildering, and a 
constant fear that she might he surprised into making 
some quite irretrievable blunder had reduced her 
almost to speecblessness But with Hoyt to refer to 
in moments of stress that feeling of constraint had 
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passed quickly, and she had soon fallen into the ways 
of tiie household 

They were less circumscribed than she had expected 
Like tiie Touareg women of the south, the women of 
the ben Aissa went unveiled and mixed on terms of 
almost equality with the men And though certain 
customs were rigidly adhered to by the Sheik's family, 
though the two girls— while other visitors were in 
the house — always ate alone, Messaouda was free to 
receive whom she would and her rooms were the com- 
mon meeting-ground not only for Said and the Saga- 
more but for any other man who happened to be 
staying in the palace Evening after evening they 
came, to talk and talk interminably And as often 
Isma was struck by the extraordinarily deferential 
attitude they adopted towards their hostess, and the 
deep seriousness of their conversation That Mes- 
saouda was the head and centre of these nightly gather- 
ings, that she exercised a remarkable ascendancy over 
these men was very obvious It was to her they always 
appealed when any dispute arose, and it was she who 
always seemed to decide any differences of opinion. 
Her word was apparently law And not only m her 
own rooms In all matters that concerned the tribe 
she had a voice, and her influence extended far beyond 
the mere ordering of her father's house 

Though still very ignorant of the language she was 
endeavouring to leam, Isma had not taken long to 
discover this Constantly with her hostess, she had 
seen and guessed much And morn and more, day by 
day, was she coming to the conclusion that the real 
driving force behind the ben Aissa was not the delicate 
visionary old Sheik who spent the greater part of his 
life in the mosque, or even Said, strong disciplinarian 
though he was, but the slim grave-eyed girl who seemed 
to combine in herself the characteristics of both 
The brains of the family, Hoyt had called her 
6 
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Listening to the faint scratching of the swiftly 
moving pen Isma remembered the caustic utterance, 
and smiled, half m amusement, half in pity He was 
probably correct But he would probably have said 
the same had she been the veriest dunce Every- 
thing Messaouda did was nght m the Sagamore's eyes 
He'd got it badly, poor old thing And he was leaving 
to-morrow, and Messaouda didn’t seen to care two 
hoots It was all wrong, of course, and a good thing 
that she didn’t care But wrong as it was it must be 
pretty ghastly for him — and he was forty-five Not 
much chance of his getting over it at that age Ten 
yearn older than David Would David still be wanting 
the impossible when he was forty-five ? He'd be alone 
then in all probability, perhaps eating his heart out in 
that great barrack of a place, perhaps grown warped and 
bitter — and all because she couldn't give him what any 
other woman in her sane senses would be glad and 
thankful to give Why was hfe so cruel ? Why couldn’t 
she care when he cared so much ? Moodily Isma stared 
at the tips of her neat riding boots, seemg only David’s 
face in their glossy surface And passionate resentment 
against herself, against fate, welled up within her 
Why must she, of all people, be the one to hurt him ? 
Why did it hurt her sq much to know that she was 
hurting him? She had spoiled his hfe, and the 
knowledge of it was spoiling her hfe Yet what could 
she do other than she had done 7 Was it her fault that 
she couldn’t love, the land of love he wanted ? that the 
very thought of it turned her sick with disgust and fear ? 

Her hands gripped the silken cushions convulsively 
And a longing for action, for anything that would 
divert her thoughts, sent her hurriedly to her feet 

But, as she rose, one of the two gigantic negroes, who 
was Messaouda's special guard, came through the 
curtains that screened the adjoining anteroom, and 
going to his mistress, spoke briefly in an undertone 
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With a startled exclamation Messaouda looked up, 
responded as briefly, and waving him away turned to 
Isma, her grave eyes full of dismay " My dear, I'm 
just terribly sorry,” she burst out apologetically, " I 
wanted to finish these letters before A1 went, and I 
forgot all about you I feel so ashamed And now 
Lakadha says there’s a visitor, and I’m afraid we 
shan't get that nde after all And I don't know where 
the men have got to Do you think you could amuse 
yourself until lunch time ? ” she added, rather doubt- 
fully, and with a look that made Isma hasten to reassure 
her 

" Of course I can,” she smiled " Don’t bother about 
me I’ll go out and take a prowl It'll be a good 
opportunity to air my scanty Arabic Rude ? ” she 
went on, already m the anteroom and only her laughing 
face showing between the curtains, " what rubbish l 
You're not being rude in the least I wash you wouldn’t 
think I always want to be entertained I don’t a bit 
I’m qmte happy to poke about alone when you're 
busy And don’t worry if I’m late It'll be time 
enough to send out the town crier if I don't come home 
with the goats " Tffis last was a jest against herself, 
for the nightly procession of excited nannies rushing 
bleating through the streets to the homes of their 
respective owners after being driven mto the town from 
flie far-off pastures was a never-failing amusement, and 
one evening during the first week of her visit die had 
been lost for hours, while search-parties went in all 
directions, before she was found m a tiny alley, dis- 
hevelled and breathless, helping a swarm of screaming 
children to round Up the family treasure So a laconic 
“ Goats " had become her excuse for any tardy appear- 
ance And Messaouda's invariable laugh came to 
her now as she dropped the heavy curtains back mto 
place 

Crossing the anteroom she went through the open 
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door to a small landing, ran lightly down the winding 
flight of steep stone steps that led to the courtyard and, 
at the bottom, in the dim archway, bumped violently 
into two men who were on the point of entering 

The next moment her hand was bemg vigorously 
shaken and she found herself looking into the wrinkled 
benevolent-appearing face of the redoubtable Abdul 
Rahman, while, behind him, a grinning Lakadha held 
out the helmet that had been jerked from her head 
In her astonishment the little Arabic she knew became 
even less, and a few halting words of greeting was all 
she could achieve before, salaaming profoundly and 
smiling at her as if she was his dearest friend, and long 
lost at that, the old bandit shook hands again and 
started to mount the steps she had just descended 

So he was the visitor With her bps pursed m a 
soundless whistle Isma stared after his retreating 
figure, and then pursued her way thoughtfully The 
hospitality of the ben Aissa family seemed to be un- 
bounded Ever smce her own arrival there had been 
a constant stream of guests coming and going, old and 
young alike And now this unrepentant old sinner was 
here Why had he come? Tb sit at the feet of 
Messaouda, like the others, and imbibe— -wisdom ? 
Hardly According to the Sagamore there wastft 
much Abdul didn’t know, except chanty to his neigh- 
bour — and it wasn’t to be supposed that he had come 
to learn that 

Amved at the little cul-de-sac outside the palace 
entrance Isma paused for a moment, wondering in 
which direction she would go And suddenly the idea 
came to her to make another examination of the haunted 
Square near the mosque She had always gone there 
m the afternoon In the morning it might be less 
spooky At least it was worth the trial 

There were few people to be seen in the streets, for 
it was market day, and those she met merely smiled and 
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salaamed and passed on with only a backward glance 
or two of curiosity No one followed her, no beggar 
whined for alm s in the name of Allah — so far as she 
had been able to see there were no beggars m the whole 
city- — and even the children only giggled shyly, and 
resumed their play m the dust 
It was understandable now after the weeks she had 
lived amongst them But at first, in view of tales told 
of other Arab towns, she had often wondered if it was 
just natural dignity and courtesy that had kept them 
from mobbing her as she had fully expected they would, 
for with the exception of Cassie Hoyt, some years 
before, she was the only white woman they had ever 
seen That them attitude towards her had added 
greatly to the pleasure and comfort of her visit she 
knew, and was correspondingly grateful What she 
did not know was the fact that they were acting under 
express orders from a chief whose word was omnipotent, 
and who passionately wished to spare her even the 
smallest inconvenience and annoyance 
So, untroubled, greeted everywhere as the friend of 
the family whose guest she was, to-day like any other 
day she wandered on, With her hands m her pockets and 
whisthng softly to herself, as freely as if the City of 
Stones, and its reputedly ferocious inhabitants, had 
been the peaceful little village of Kings Crichton 
The square, when she reached it, was deserted as it 
always appeared to be, and stifling m the heat of the 
midday sun, a heavy oppressive heat that sent the 
perspiration trickling down her face and made her think- 
longingly of the narrow streets where at least there was 
some shade, and an occasional passer-by to give life to 
the scene Here was utter desolation, and silence so 
great that the swift swoop of a bird suddenly flitting 
past brought a startled exclamation from her But not 
until jdie stood m the middle of the square did she begin 
to feel the first warnings of the disquietude that had 
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always assailed her before Then, all at once, it came 
in a rush And alone though she knew she was she 
seemed to feel herself surrounded by a multitude, a 
swarming ever-increasing throng she felt vaguely was 
hostile and malevolent, pressing closer and closer, 
shrieking at her with voices she could not hear, stanng 
at her with eyes she could not see Never had she 
sensed the consciousness of that unseen host so strongly, 
been more acutely aware of its realness And her heart 
racing, her ears strained to catch the slightest sound, 
again and agam instinctively she moved quickly to one 
side as though to avoid contact with some actual bodily 
form 

Her hands grew wet, as well as her face, and only 
an intense curiosity and a remnant of pride kept her 
from taking to her heels and beating a hurried and 
ignominious retreat 

It was nothing but imagination Firmly she kept on 
repeating it, yet all the tune her glance went straying 
from one deserted house to another, to dark doorless 
entries and shutterless windows that were all wells 
of shadowy gloom that might hold— -anything And 
there was one house, directly opposite where she stood, 
to which her gaze went oftenest, until at last her whole 
attention became focussed on it For a very definite 
feeling had -taken hold of her that from the black 
recesses of that one particular house some power, some 
current of influence, stronger than anything she had yet 
felt, was forcefully reaching out towards her and, even 
more definite and more nerve-shaking, that as she 
Watched so was she being watched 

Knowing the people’s dread of the place, that no man 
or woman of the ben Aissa would put foot in any of 
these ill-reputed dwellings, almost was she tempted to 
leave well alone and abandon any further investigation 

But once more pnde intervened Determined to 
prove to herself conclusively that the whole thing was 
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nothing but fancy, fed by the tales die had heard, with 
head up and obstinate chin thrust forward she started 
slowly to walk towards the house Yet her deter- 
mination could not carry her past the threshold, and 
with one foot on the broken door-step, with her body 
poised for instant flight, she bent forward to peer into 
the pitch black interior 

At first— nothing, even the strange compelling 
influence that had seemed to draw her had gone, and a 
smile at her own idiocy was beginning to curl her lip 
Then suddenly — and she felt her hair crisp at the back 
of her head, her heart give a quick wild leap — far back 
m the dark shadows something that appeared almost 
imperceptibly to move, a formless shape, and in the 
midst of it two eyes, brilliant and piercing, that met 
and held hers — but only for the fraction of a second 
Then her nerve broke, and the next moment she was 
back in the middle of the square again, running swiftly 
and blindly in search of the human companionship she 
prayed she might find in the adjacent streets 

What she had seen, or thought she had seen, she 
neither knew nor cared She only wanted to find her- 
self once more amongst the commonplace realities of 
everyday life, and to forget what a complete and arrant 
coward she had been But the thought of those hor- 
rible eyes went with her, and panic-driven she raced the 
length of the first street, rounded the comer, and for 
the second tune this morning ran full tilt into a man 
who was walking in the opposite direction The impact 
nearly threw her off her feet, and to save herself from 
falling she clutched at the ragged brown burnous that 
completely enveloped her fellow sufferer But before 
she could recover breath enough to speak, with a jerk 
that sent her reeling back against the wall of the nearest 
house he wrenched the tattered garment from her 
grasp, and drawing the deep hood closer about his face 
vanished round the comer almost as quickly as she 
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herself had come, leaving her, still breathless, to stare 
after him in wide-eyed astonishment 
He had spoken no word, not even his eyes had been 
visible in the cavernous hood of his grimy old burnous, 
but his height and the breadth of his shoulders had 
betrayed him, while the deep triangular scar that had 
showed on his wnst when he raised his hand to his face 
— a scar she had seen many times — was absolute and 
conclusive proof of his identity It was Ishak she 
had crashed into And what was Ishak doing in the 
town when two days ago he had taken leave of everyone 
and started for the north with the caravan Hoyt was to 
catch up with later ? Something he wanted to keep 
secret That was very obvious The immaculate 
Ishak wasn't hiding the handsome face he was so 
pleased with and wearing those disgusting rags for any 
good purpose He was up to some mischief, playing 
some deep game or other But what game, what mis- 
chief ? He was thought to be miles away and yet he 
was here, sneaking furtively through the streets dis- 
guised as the poorest kind of nomad If he hadn’t 
anything to hide, wasn’t up to something he didn’t 
want known, why the masquerade ? and why the hasty 
retreat when he saw who it was he had bumped into ? 
He probably didn't guess she had recognised him, but it 
must have given him a nasty jolt all die same And a 
good thing too Make him think a bit All recollec- 
tion of the fright she had had in the. little square had 
been driven out of liana's head, and moving a pace or 
two from the wall she stood gazing perplexedly at the 
comer round which Ishak had disappeared so promptly 
From the first she had disliked and mistrusted him, 
a dislike that had grown in proportion with has own 
repeated, though secret efforts towards closer 
acquaintanceship It was during her solitary walks 
that these efforts had been most noticeable Often, 
more often during the last two weeks, he had appeared, 
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as if by accident to affect surprise and then turn and 
walk with her, constituting himself as guide and com- 
panion in spite of the chilly reception he was always 
accorded And the insolent admiration in his eyes, the 
invariable trend of his conversation — voiced in the 
broken French he only spoke when they were alone — 
had each time made her wnthe with inward rage until at 
last she had come to loathe the very sight of hi m And 
not Only she Walking with h i m she had frequently 
seen both women and girls shrink from his look when he 
passed, the same insufferable look that always made her 
own blood boil 

Theirown on Isma’s face deepened to a scowl as she 
thought of it now How dare he couple her with them ? 
How dare he look at her or any other woman like that 

when all the time But that didn’t matter at the 

moment As far as she personally was concerned she 
could deal with Ishak, if it became absolutely necessary 
It was his Sudden reappearance in the town that was 
the worry There might be a perfectly legitimate 
reason for his return, it might be only her own instinc- 
tive dislike that made her so suspicious of him, but the 
whole thing looked cJUeer Yet she couldn't speak of it 
to anyone any more than she could speak of his many 
impertinences She was a guest, and he a member, of 
the family She could do and say not hing , no matter 
what her own private opinion might be 

But this conclusion brought no ease to Isma's mmd 
Rather did it increase her uneasiness And lost in 
thought she never heard the sound of footsteps behind 
her, never guessed she was not still alone until two 
hands laid suddenly on her shoulders sent her round 
with a startled cry to meet Hoyt’s quizzical eyes that 
changed to a look of quick concern when he saw the 
pallor of her face 

" I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said penitently 
" I’m terribly sorry I never thought but you’d hear 
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me coming What did you think had got you? 
You're as white as a ghost " 

She had no wish just then to be reminded of ghosts, 
or revenants of any kind “ Am I ? " she replied 
indifferently, but scrubbing the colour back into her 
cheeks as she spoke “ It must be the heat It’s the 
hottest day we've had, I think I was just going up to 
the mosque,” she went on, not quite truthfully, “ I 
thought it might be cooler there 'These streets are 
stifling Will you come, or are you too busy? I 
expect you’ve got a lot to do as it's your last day 
here” 

Not altogether convinced by her glib explanation, or 
sure that he himself was entirely responsible for that 
unexpected little display of nerves, he paused to look 
seardnngly at her for a moment before answering 
“ No,” he said at length, " I’m through with everything 
— except the little talk I want to have with you before I 
go The mosque will do as well for that as anywhere 
I came to look for you as soon as I heard you weren’t 
riding” But he seemed m no haste to begin the 
little talk And almost m silence they climbed the steep 
ascent to the mosque, walked across the courtyard and 
out through a small door to a narrow railed platform 
which, used as an observation post m the old troublous 
days, commanded an extensive view of the big level 
plain and the surroundings hills 

Far down in the gardens below the heavy fronds of 
the palm trees hung limp and motionless, but here a 
faint breeze brought intermittent waves of coolness 
that made Isma sigh with relief as she perched on the 
edge of the stone railing and, lighting a cigarette, 
settled down to quiet enjoyment of a scene that for her 
never lost its charm 

To-day the hold sweep of the encircling hills and the 
shining yellow plain appeared even more beautiful than 
she had ever seen them, and all at once she realised that 
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she had come to love this strange wild country, that to 
leave it would be almost as big a wrench as it had been 
to leave Kings Crichton Almost, but not quite No 
spot in the world, however beautiful, could ever super- 
sede the old home m her heart But she had been 
happier here than anywhere since she had had to leave 
Kings Crichton, happy enough to remain indefinitely — 
if only that was possible 

Yet beautiful though it was the wonderful view could 
not hold all her attention this morning Strive as she 
would her mind kept recurring to the mcident of an 
hour ago, her glance turning again and again to the 
man who sat smoking beside her apparently as lost m 
thought as she 

If she could only give him the least little hint Yet 
how to begin ? 

" You’ll have to nde pretty fast to catch up with 
Ishak, won't you 7 " she hazarded at last 

Hoyt shifted his cigar from one comer of his mouth 
to the other " Not very,” he shrugged, “ the camels’ll 
go slow for a day or two, just starting out, and Ishak — 
well, he never was a hustler,” he added with a tolerant 
little laugh • 

“ Was that why you suggested he should go on ahead 
with the caravan, instead of waitmg until you were 
ready ? ” She was watching him narrowly as she 
spoke, but his face told her no thing 

*' It wasn’t any suggestion of mine,” he replied " I'm 
afraid I never thought of it It was Ishak’s own idea ’ 
To suit his own purpose, was Isma's quick inward 
amendment Then aloud, eyeing him closer “ I sup- 
pose you're rather glad to have him go with you, aren't 
you 7 It’s a long way to travel alone, with only the 
men to talk to ” 

Hoyt shrugged again “ I don't know that I mmd 
very much one way or the other,” he answered, with 
indifference that made her knit her forehead in a 
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puzzled frown Was he really so indifferent as he 
appeared ? Or was it possible that he didn’t know 
what she had guessed long ago, that in the big handsome 
Arab she hated he had a nval who hated him ? The 
loves of Ishak were as the stars m number So Fatima 
one day in a burst of confidence before Isma could stOD 
her But in spite of that, in spite of the hateful 
advances made to herself, she knew, as positively as 
though he had told her, that he had only one real pas 
sion, only one enduring and tremendous desire At the 
bottom of his heart he was madly, desperately in love 
with Messaouda , and as madly, as desperately jealous 
of the man who, m love with her himself, seemed to 
give no thought to him at all Day by day, watching 
from her comer m Messaouda’s quiet room and fully 
alive to what was gomg on if nobody else was, Isma had 
seen that jealousy grow, the hatred deepen in Ishak's 
glowering eyes, and wondered what the outcome of it all 
would be 

She was wondering now, and wondenng more at 
Hoyt s apparent blindness They both loved the same 
woman and they were go mg to travel together, in this 
land where treachery was nfe afld human life of no 

accouirt whatever If one day Ishak’s jealousy should 
flame beyond control 1 If he should take this oppor- 
turnty to gam a clear field for himself 1 And it could be 

acSdent 6 ^’ C ° Uld S ° eaSlly be made 10 look hke an 

s ^ ver , went through her " Well anyway 
you fl have Doud with you, and I’m glad of it I like 
Doud, she burst out, so vehemently that Hoyt turned 
to her with a look of surprise. Then he laughed softly 

drawEd at y ° U don>t kk® — Ishak ? ” he 

" 1 loathe him/’ was the prompt reply And 

Why, whats he been doing ? " he said shaiply 
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" He hasn’t been — annoying you, has he ? If I thought 
that — by God, I’d break his neck for hi m 1 ” 

" I shouldn’t mind if you did,” she flashed " He 
wouldn't be any loss But you needn’t do it on my 
account I'm quite able to deal with him myself No, 
I’m not going to tell you any more ” — shaking her head 
as Hoyt muttered an angry question — “ and I can't tell 
you why I loathe him I just do, that’s all A case of 
Doctor Fell, I suppose,” she added, with a light laugh 
that brought no response from Hoyt who was still 
muttering wrathfully 

" Never heard of him,” he growled " But Ishak — 

you must have some reason " 

The temptation to warn him was almost more than 
she could restrain But to tell him so much was to tell 
all she knew, and that was impossible She was not a 
spy Besides, m spite of her own firm conviction, there 
was just a chance that she might be mistaken m some 
of the conclusions she had come to, might have let 
personal prejudice sway her too much 
“ I don't reason about people,” she said shortly, “ I 
either like or dislike them I happen to dislike Ishak 
And if he had all the Virtues, which he hasn’t, I should 
dislike him just the same You can call it illogical if 
you like, but there it is I've no use for him, and I 
can’t think how he comes to belong to these nice 
people ” 

Muttering something she could not catch Hoyt 
heaved himself to his feet, took a turn up and down the 
tiny platform, and came back to stand beside her 
" I’m sorry you think that Way about him,” he said 
slowly " It makes it just a little bit harder for me to 

say what I’ve 'got to say The fact is, I— er— I •” 

He stopped short, looking down at her dubiously, his 
fingers at his chin 

Isma knew that little trick for a sure sign of perturba- 
tion, and nodded at him encouragingly “ Well, don't 
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stand shivering on the brink,” she grinned " Put 
your hands together, take a deep breath — and jump 
right in ” 

“ That's what I'm going to do,” he said gloomily 
" Jump nght into a sea of trouble, and I'm not looking 
for any sympathy from you, young lady It’s this way 
I know you’re loving it here and I just hate to spoil your 
pleasure, but— but I want you to pack up your traps 
and come back to the north with me to-morrow ” 

Isma stared at him m blank astonishment “ But 
why ? ” she demanded " Why should I go back now ? 
I’ve only been here six weeks, and I meant to stay 
about three months I really can’t leave so soon 
There are heaps of interesting places I haven’t seen yet 
I haven’t even been to the oasis where the stud farm 
is — or whatever they call it here — and I simply must 
see that I want to buy one or two horses, if I can 
persuade Said to sell them I was only talking to him 
about it yesterday, and he said he wanted to take me 
down there next week I'm looking forward to it 

enormously It's ” A sudden thought checked 

het and she paused, a wave of burning colour suffusing 
her sensitive face " You don’t haean — — ” she stam- 
mered, “ you don't think that — that I’m being a trouble 
to them here, do you ? that I’m taking up too much of 
their time ? I know Messaouda’s awfully busy, but 
I ” 

" Trouble ? Great heavens, no I ” Hoyt broke in 
almost angrily *' Get that notion right out of your head 
Messaouda is only too happy to have you stay as long 
as you like, and 5 she thought I’d given you any other 
impression she'd be madder with me than she is at 
present," he added, with a rueful little laugh 

'* Then why are you suggesting that I should leave 
now ? ” 

Hoyt extended a long arm and pomted towards the 
west “That's why,” he said gravely "When I 
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brought you down here I never thought for one moment 
there was gomg to be trouble — while you were here, at 
any rate But now I’m not sure That raid on the 
Moroccan border the other day— I made up my mind 
'then this wasn’t the place for you ” 

In no mood to take his warning seriously Isma 
dismissed the raid with an airy wave of the hand 
“ But it didn’t amount to anything It was only a 
little scrap ” 

“ Maybe,” Hoyt replied, without any conviction m 
his voice, " but they were five miles over the border 
and they haven’t dared so much m years What I 
want to know is, what’s behind it ? Who's pushing 
them ? I'd give a lot to know that ” The last words 
were uttered almost m a whisper as if he was speaking 
more to himself than to her And then for a moment 
he stood silent, his eyes fixed sombrely on the distant 
hills 

Isma gave a little sniff “ If you’re trying to frighten 
me out of the country, Mr Hoyt,” she said, rather 
stiffly, " you may as well give it up, for I’m not gomg 
I'm not m the least frightened, thank you very much 
It’s very nice of you to bother about me, but I can't 
see any necessity for cutting short my visit just because 

half a dozen ” 

"Half a hundred” 

" well, half a hundred then, because half a 

hundred mouldy old Moroccans come slipping over 
the border to pick up a few camels ” 

Hoyt jerked his head impatiently " You can't see 
the necessity because you don't know the danger,” he 
retorted, with more heat than she had ever seen him 
show " Little raids lead to big raids Did Messaouda 
happen to tell you that of those fifty only ten got away ? 
No? I thought not Well, it’s a fact And blood has 
to be wiped out With blood — in this country I’d give 
anything it hadn’t happened just now, and I want you 
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away before anything worse happens I’m responsible 
for bringing you here, and I want to see you safely back 
myself And I've got to go to-morrow I can’t wait, 
even a few weeks I've got business in America, pretty 
urgent business, and I must catch the first boat possible 
And I don’t know when I’ll get through with it — might 
be days, might be months So you see how I'm fixed 
If those devils over the border get busy again I shan't 
know, and I couldn’t get here And if things went 
badly, if anything happened to you — how do you think 
I'd feel And what should I have to say to David 
Arne ? ” 

" And what has David Arne got to do with it ? ” 
The icily voiced question brought Hoyt round with a 
swing, to stare at her in even greater astonishment than 

she had displayed a few minutes before “ got to 

do with it ? ” he repeatedly blankly " Well, it would 
be a pretty serious thing for him, wouldn't it ? You’re 
going to marry him, aren’t you ? " 

" Did he tell you that ? ” 

Isma’s tone was still icy And beginning to be 
uncomfortably aware that he had blundered, that 
what he had firmly believed to be a fact was proving to 
be only supposition, Hoyt’s sunburnt face grew hot 
with embarrassment “He certainly did not,” he replied 
curtly, ” and if I've been under a wrong impression all 
this tame, I’m sorry, and I apologise But at the 

Abbey— everyone was talking — and I thought ■’* 

*' Then you thought quite wrong,” Isma interrupted 
tartly, " and you Shouldn’t listen to gossip ” 

Hoyt accepted the reproof with sufficient humility 
“ I won’t— another time,” he said meekly And Isma 
laughed m spite of herself 

But it was a shaky little laugh that ended in a sigh, 
and rising abruptly she turned to look over the wide 
expanse with eyes that for once saw nothing of the 
beauty spread out before them 
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" I don’t want you to make any mistake about David 
and me, Mr Hoyt/' she said at length, and her words 
came jerkily “ David is the best friend I have I've 
known him all my life, and I know there isn’t a better 
man m the world — but he is only a friend I am not 
going to marry him So, you see, he doesn't come into 
this matter at all I haven’t any ties or obligations 
whatsoever, and what I choose to do is no one's affair 
but my own Please understand that, and please 
understand that it’s no use trying to make me change 
my mind You’ve been awfully kind to me and I don’t 
want to seem ungrateful, but I’m not going back with 
you to-morrow I’m very happy here, and I m going 
to stay— just as long as I see Messaouda wants me 
No, I’m not going to listen " — as Hoyt tried to break 
m — “ if you begin to argue we’ll fall out, and I should 
simply hate to quarrel with you after all you've done 
for me And really there isn’t anything to worry 
about Messaouda says it’s perfectly safe, and I m 
quite content to take her word for it ” 

A sound that was almost a groan burst from Hoyt 

" Messaouda says " he echoed, and there was such 

bitterness in his voice, "Such pam m his eyes that Isma 
looked away hastily " Messaouda doesn’t know what 
safety means She never has known, God help her 
She's lived on a sleeping volcano all her life, and she s 
so used to hear it rumbling she just doesn’t heed it any 
longer But she may be right,” he went on more 
calmly, after a little pause, " she nearly always is And 
those dogs over there " — he pomted again to the west — 
" got more than they were expecting the other day 
They'll probably wait awhile before they repeat the 
experiment But all the same I wish you’d think over 
what I’ve said It would take a load as big as a 
mountain off my mind if you’d agree to go with me 
to-morrow ’ 

During the walk back to the palace he returned to 
7 
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the subject, earnestly begging her to reconsider her 
decision, at least to give his advice some serious thought 
But his insistence only roused her inherent obstinacy 
and made her the more determined Try as he would 
he could get no more from her than a laughing half 
promise to talk it over with Messaouda 

But even a half promise seemed binding And when 
later, Isma went to the Arab girl’s room for lunch it 
was with every intention of fulfilling that promise 

Yet lunch passed without any reference bemg made 
to it For never had Messaouda appeared so radiant 
and happy, never had she been so full of eager plans for 
Isma’s entertainment With A1 gone, and Ishak gone, 
and with no other guests expected for several weeks, 
she explained, she would be free herself to take a little 
holiday, to devote all her time to her guest There was 
so much yet to see and do, she added gaily Isma must 
learn how to fly a hawk, how to follow the sloughi 
hounds when they hunted the desert gazelle, and how to 
nde the fleet racing mehans for which the tnbe was 
famous All these things she, Messaouda, would teach 
her It was an entrancing programme And thrilled 
with the thought of it, camed°away by Messaouda’s 
enthusiasm, little by little all recollection of her promise 
faded from Isma’s mind 

Nor did she remember until she was in her own room 
agam and half undressed for the siesta which, regarded 
with scorn at first, had now become a habit An 
exclamation of annoyance escaped her And, uncertain 
what to do, she Stood biting her lip and staring at the 
little heap of discarded garments littering the rug at her 
feet, wondering if she ought to dress agam and go and 
thrash the whole thing out with Messaouda 

Then slowly she shook her head After all Messaouda 
had said during lunch, after all she herself had said, 
how could she go now and calmly announce that she 
had changed her mind ? It simply couldn’t lie done. 
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It would be too appallingly discourteous And it 
wouldn t be true eithei She hadn t changed her mind 
She didn’t want to go at all She wanted to stay And 
Sagamore or no Sag imore she was going to stay For 
surely Messaouda, who hved on the spot, must know 
better than he 

lhis final argument clinched the matter, and resolved 
to follow her own inclination she slid out of the rest of 
her clothes and into the thin silk kimono that lay in 
readiness on the end of the bed 

Two hours later, seated cross-legged on the divan 
with a wntmg pad on her knees she was light-heartedly 
finishing the letter to David that Hoyt was to take and 
post in Algiers, giving glowing accounts of the hap- 
penings of the last six weeks and more than a hint of 
the joys that were yet to come 

But of the raid on the border she said nothing nor 
did she make any mention of the Sagamore s sugges- 
tion It would only worry him when there was no 
cause for worry at all, she told herself And, scrawling 
her name on the tiny space left at the foot of the last 
page, she crammed the closely written sheets into an 
envelope, sealed and*addrcsaed it and scrambled up 
from the divan with a sigh of relief and the conscious- 
ness of a good deed done 

It was late in the afternoon before she found an 
oppoitunity to give Hoyt the letter And though he 
took it with obvious reluctance, though she could see by 
his face that his own opinion was unchanged, unexpec- 
tedly he made no further attempt to persuade her to 
accompany lim What restrained him Isma never 
knew but she was glad that their last talk alone had 
not been marred by disagreement and that they could 
part the good friends they had always been 

Only he came to Messaouda s room that night And 
the knowledge she had that he must want to spend this 
last evening alone with the woman he loved made Tsma 
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very soon plead sleepmess and leave them at a much 
earlier hour than usual 

But m reality she had never felt more wide awake 
And m her own room, ready but disinclined for bed, she 
stood for a long time at the open window sniffing the 
pungent Eastern scents that drifted up from the town, 
and which had become so familiar, and thinking — of 
Hoyt and Messaouda, of David and herself, and then 
only of David David, who deserved the best that life 
could give, whose little finger was worth more than her 
whole body And everything he was, everything he 
had, was nothing to him — because of her 
With a long sigh she dropped her head on her arms 
that lay crossed on the high window ledge 
It was the low drone of the dynamo in the Wireless 
shed that roused her at last, and turned the trend of her 
thoughts That there should be a Wireless Station 
here was still a puzzle to her And now again, as often 
before, she wondered what could be the needJIfor it, how 
the conservative old Sheik who apparently hated all 
modem innovations, had ever been induced to allow its 
installation Yet, she reflected, if he had conquered 
prejudice so far as to send his children to America to be 
educated, perhaps the Wireless wasn’t such a great 
wonder after all He was a clever old man in spite of 
his conservatism, and no doubt some strong motive had 
prompted him in both cases 
She was still wide awake when she got into bed 
And, tossing restlessly, all at once she found herself 
thinking of her experience that morning in the haunted 
square, of the horrible inhuman eyes that had glared at 
her so menacingly The recollection of them was 
vivid, so vivid that, staring into the darkness, for 
there was no moon to-night, she almost fancied she 
could see them again, shining now in this, now in that 
comer of the big silent room 
But this time she knew it was only imagination And 
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at last, drowsiness suddenly coming over her she fell 
asleep, her last thought a wonder if after all it had 
perhaps been only a cat or an owl she had seen 

It was hours later when she woke with a violent start 
that sent her bolt upright on the low bed, listening with 
every nerve quivering to the soft rich tones of the same 
man’s voice she had heard singing the previous night 
But like last night this singing voice brought no feenng 
of fear, merely excitement and an intense and over- 
whelming curiosity Curiosity that had to be satisfied 
she decided at length It wasn't funny to be waked in 
the night like this, and ghost or no ghost she was going 
to find out now what it was — if only to be able to sleep 
in peace in the future 

Sliding out of bed she huddled into a dressing-gown, 
and without waiting to put on slippers groped her way 
to the anteroom and through that to the tiny landing 
where she halted for an instant, her bare toes curhng on 
the cold stone, before she stole cautiously down the 
steep winding stairway 

Here the voice sounded fainter But faint though it 
was she had got the direction of it now, and too excited 
to notice where it was leading her she followed it out 
into the star-ht courtyard, into another pitch-black 
Vaulted archway, and then, hearing it louder every 
moment, up another flight of steps identical with the 
one she had just descended Only when she reached 
the top, where a small lamp gleamed in a niche in the 
plastered wall, did she realise that the open door facing 
her was the door of Messaouda's suite of rooms, and 
realise also that the deep voice pealing out so gloriously 
in the inner room came from no ghostly or even hu man 
throat but from the finest-toned gramophone she had 
ever heard ' 

Only a gramophone 1 Disgustedly die whispered it, 
and choking with inward laughter at the thought of 
“What die had set out to find she started to retrace her 
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steps, just as the song came to an end She was half 
way down the stairs, and still jibing at herself, when the 
sound of a cry coming from above arrested her, a strange 
wild cry that banished the smile from her lips and sent 
her flying with furiously beating heart up to the landing 
again and into the dimly lighted anteroom 

But she got no farther For through the shghtly 
parted curtains that screened the inner room she saw 
what held her for an instant motionless and wide-eyed 
— the rug that ordinarily covered the alcove above 
Messaouda’s usual seat gone and hanging m its place a 
hfe-si7e exquisitely painted portrait of a young man in 
the dress of an Arab chief , and kneeling before it, 
staring up at the handsome bearded face, Messaouda, 
rocking to and fro in a very agony of grief 

In a flash Isma understood that some sorrow of which 
she was ignorant, and not physical pam as she had 
feared, had caused that terrible cry And wishing pas- 
sionately she had never left her own room, hating 
herself for having blundered into another s secret 
garden, she turned quickly, to find Said standing close 
beside her 

It had never occurred to her 5 that her ghost hunt 
might lead to her own discovery by any member of the 
household, she had thought it too late for even these 
mght-loving Arabs to be about, and the colour flamed 
into her cheeks as she remembered the flimsmess of her 
somewhat scanty attire It was bad enough to be 
caught m what must seem an act of flagrant intrusion, 

but to be caught hke this Her cheeks burned 

hotter, and even more passionately did she wish that 
the floor could open and swallow her where she stood 

But without appearing to notice her embarrassment, 
showing no trace of annoyance or even surprise, silently 
Said motioned towards the door and, going before her, 
led the way down the winding stairs Not until they 
were m the courtyard, where the gloom made his face 
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indistinguishable, did she overcome shyness sufficiently 
to falter the apology she felt was due “ It Was the 
voice — singing/' she stammered " I heard it last night, 
and it woke me again to-night I wanted to find 
out what it was But I wasn’t — I mean— -I didn t 
know ” 

“ How should you know 7 ” he said hurriedly, as if her 
agitation troubled him ‘It was Messaouda’s own fault, 
she ought to have kept her door shut But she doesn t 
always think, poor girl, and these last few days she's 
been all wrought up The picture — over the divan " he 
added, after a pause "It was uncovered, you must have 
seen it He was her husband, a cousin of ours, one of 
my mother’s family They had loved each other smce 
they were children, and she worshipped the ground he 
walked on And when he was killed, within a year of 
their marriage, I think her heart died, as the child she 
was expecting died — before it could be bom " 

" Oh, how awful I” In the darkness Isma never saw 
the quick movement he made at her shocked exclama- 
tion, and the pale glimmer of his white gandoura 
seemed no nearer when she peered questioningly at him 
" How was he killed ? Was it an accident ? ” 

For a moment or two he was silent, and they had 
reached the archway leadmg to her own rooms before he 
answered " No," he said sombrely, " it was not an 
accident He was murdered Does it shock you 7 " — as 
another horrified, gasp came from her — " Well, listen — 
and perhaps you will understand why we of the ben 
Aissa in particular have no cause to love the foreign 
domination that is sweeping all our land into its net 
My cousin was chief of a tnbe who were amongst the 
first to throw in their lot with France But Hosem was 
made of different stuff to his predecessors, and what 
they had accepted he could not accept His views 
were known, he never made any secret of them, and as 
his influence was far-reaching he was held to be 
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dangerous, a menace to the country, a bad example who 
was better out of the way So he — died And that 
there might be no public scandal it was made to appear 
the work of a fanatic moved by a private grievance 
In the official report, for they went through the farce of 
an inquiry, it was referred to as ' a regrettable inci- 
dent ’ But we knew the truth, and Messaouda knew 

And since then she ” He stopped short, and groping 

for her hand lifted it quickly to his lips “ I didn t mean 
to trouble you with our troubles, Miss Crichton,” he 
murmured, " I just wanted to explam what must have 
seemed so inexplicable to you It isn't often Mes- 
saouda torments herself by listening to poor Hosem’s 
voice, but if his singing wakes you in the night again 
don’t think too hardly of her It is all she has left of 
him — except memory ” And before Isma could speak 
he was gone " 



CHAPTER VII 


T HE black stallion that was the pick of all Said’s 
young horses was carrying Isma at racing speed 
over a flat stretch of open country, heading for 
the narrow winding pass which was the only way from 
the west through the hills that encircled the great plain 
where the City of Stones reared its massive hulk up to 
the sky 

A couple of miles back Said had pulled up to speak to 
a goat-herd who was leisurely driving his flock home- 
wards But impatient of a conversation which, though 
she now had a working knowledge of Arabic, was earned 
on too low for her to hear Isma hsyi started off again, 
promising to wait for him at the entrance to the pass 
It was four months since she had refused the Saga- 
more’s escort back to the north, and she still did not 
regret her decision Nor had Hoyt’s fear been f ulfill ed, 
for there had been no more raids on the Moroccan 
border During the four months, fearing she might be 
outstaying her welcome she had once or twice suggested 
it was time she brought her visit to an end But always 
Messaouda had pressed her to remain And happy in 
the life, still in love with the desert and the peace of its 
great vastness, m spite of the heat of approaching sum- 
mer she had stayed on while week after week slipped 
past unnoticed 

Heart and soul she had thrown herself into all the 
sports she had been promised, had even learned to 
manage the big racing mehans with tolerable ease 
But the wonderful horses were her greatest joy and 
every day she spent hours in the saddle With both 
Said and Messaouda she had scoured the desert, 
spending nights in distant oases and learning something 
of the extent of the old Sheik’s sway and the numerous 
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tnbe he controlled But the chief of the ben Aissa she 
saw seldom, and latterly had not seen at all for illness 
kept him a prisoner m bed 

With Messaouda in constant attendance on her father 
Isma had been thrown more and more into Saids 
society, and for the last month he had been her sole 
companion in the daily rides and in the evenings passed 
in Messaouda's room where Messaouda herself had only 
infrequently been able to join them From him during 
those long evenings that had sometimes extended far 
into the night Isma had learned much of Arab lore and 
history, and with him she had further studied the 
language which, begun under Messaouda s tuition, she 
had picked up with less difficulty than she had expec- 
ted From him too she had learned more of the 
intricate ways of the city And it was he who in spite 
of a half laughing, half real protest from Messaouda 
had shown her the long underground passage which, 
starting from a hidden stairway close to her own room 
and extending far down into the earth, ran for two 
miles under the hills until it terminated in a low cave 
that looked no different to the numerous hyaena dens 
scattered amongst the rocks otf the hillside " Who 
built it, and for what, no one knows That’s lost, like 
all the early history of this place,” he had told her, 
" but now it is the ben Aissa’s secret, our bolt-hole- 
should we ever need one Once, only my own family 
and a few of the principal headmen knew of it But a 
few years ago, for reasons that don’t matter, I showed 
it to A 1 Hoyt And now you too hold our secret in 
your hands ” 

” I’m very honoured,” she had laughed, but still 
intent on the bush-screened cleft in the rock that led 
to the extraordinary subterranean tunnel at which she 
had gaped and marvelled she had not troubled to ask 
why she should be so favoured 

The existence of this tunnel, and the store chambers 
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it contained, had explained the queer sounds she some- 
times heard in her own room But the haunted square, 
and the ghost — or whatever it had been — that she had 
seen there the morning before Hoyt left the city, still 
remained a mystery And a mystery she preferred it 
should remain One experience of the kind was 
enough, and more than enough, to satisfy any leanings 
she might have had towards the occult Now, like the 
ben Aissa themselves, she avoided the sinister little 
square 

Unsolved too was the mystery of Ishak's reappear- 
ance that same morning From remarks made later 
she had discovered that neither Said nor Messaouda 
knew of his return or thought that he was anywhere 
but where they supposed him to be, and long since she 
had given up wonymg about it 

He was still m the north where he had gone with 
Hoyt, and in the north Isma hoped he would stay — for 
as long as she continued in the city Nor did she hear 
regret expressed by anyone at his absence 1 hough he 
was their nearest blood relation neither Said nor 
Messaouda had any affection for him And once, 
speaking of him, Mefsaouda had referred with bitter- 
ness to the fact that should Said die still unnamed, or 
die without leaving a son to succeed him, Ishak would 
be chief of the ben Aissa 

But there was no thought of Ishak or any disturbing 
thought in Isma’s mind this morning as she sat with 
head bent forward and tight-gripped knees while the 
wind whistled past her ears and her eyes danced with 
the sheer ]oy of life that was m her For never had she 
ndden such a horse— so smooth so swift, and so sure- 
footed Why had Said kept this paragon in the back- 
ground until to-day? she wondered Then, looking 
forward, gave a little laugh of amusement that was not 
untinged with doubt 

The pass was very near now When they reached 
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the clump of palms that stood hke sentinels before the 
entrance, where she had promised to wait, would the 
paragon be the perfect gentleman he had been ever 
since the morning, or was he going to develop ideas of 
hi s own and rush the dangerous passage before she could 
bring him to a halt ? Almost she wished he would give 
trouble, for if any criticism was possible he was just 
the least bit too sweet-tempered — and, perversely, she 
was spoiling for a fight But if it came to that and they 
went to pieces on the rocks — well, Said wasn’t going to 
be very grateful to her for breaking the legs of the best 
horse he had ever bred 

Bending lower she took a firmer gnp, and whistled, 
the whistle his master had taught her And with a 
snort and a heave the galloping stalhon slowed to a 
canter, checking gently until he slithered to a stop dose 
to the first palm tree 

With a murmured “ You darling ” Isma climbed 
down from the high-peaked saddle, crooned over him 
for a moment or two while she rubbed his velvety nose, 
then flung the reins loose, leaving him standing as he 
had been trained to stand, and threw herself full length 
on the sand to lie staring with longing eyes at the home 
she coveted, and wonder how she could induce his proud 
owner to part with him For proud he was, she 
reminded herself with a gnn, the proudest thmg per- 
haps the desert had ever produced — but not, thank 
goodness, of his own powers and achievements though 
he might very well be forgiven if he was 

She was still wondering when she heard the soft thud 
of approaching hoof-beats, and sat up hastily as Said 
swept alongside 

But his dismounting was a lengthier affair than hers 
had been The horse he was riding to-day had neither 
the tractabihty nor the sweet temper of the stalhon die 
wanted for her own, and already fretted by one enforced 
halt he was in no mind to submit to another For a 
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full ten minutes, with the unstinted admiration she 
always gave to one who excelled in what she could do 
so well herself, Isma watched the protracted struggle 
between brute force and human skill and endurance 
She had ridden some nasty horses in her time, had seen 
David Arne handle even more vicious ones, but never 
had she seen a better fight than this And if she 
winced once or twice at the blood stains on the horse’s 
flanks and Said’s sharp shovel-shaped stirrups it was 
with the remembrance that such punishment was rare 
with him At last he swung down and, lighting a 
cigarette, came to sit beside her 
“ It was the goats,” he explained laughingly 
" Funny thing, but he's loathed the smell of a goat 
ever since he was foaled ” Then, with a wave of his 
cigarette towards the black stallion " Well, what’s 
the verdict ? You said you’d tell me to-night, and I 
guess it's as near night now as makes no difference,” 
he added, ]erkmg his head at the setting sun 
Isma heaved a deep sigh of mingled rapture and envy 
" He's perfect,” she breathed, " classes ahead of the 
Gadfly I hate to say it, I thought the httle 'Fly was 
unbeatable, but it’s the truth I’ve never ridden such 
a horse Y ou simply must let me buy him ” She had 
meant to be much more diplomatic, not blurt it out 
hke that And all hope of getting the horse seemed 
gone when Said slowly shook his head 
“ I can't sell him,” he said quietly ” I never sell my 
horses But you needn't let that worry you,” he went 
on, looking not at her but at the sand he was scooping 
up and trickling through his fingers " He's yours 
already, was yours from the moment you put your foot 
into the stirrup this morning " 

Isma's smiling face clouded, and a wave of colour 
rushed over it from chin to brow " Oh, don’t be silly,” 
she exclaimed with sharpness that was half disappoint- 
ment, half embarrassment ” Yon know perfectly well I 
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can't accept a valuable horse like that as a gift, or take 
any gift from you,” she added quickly, determined that 
he should know her views on that subject once and for 
all lest any other presents might be offered 

Imperturbably Said raked up another handful of 
sand " Why not ? ” he murmured, " since everything 
I have is yours " 

Very far yet from understanding, thinking he was 
merely indulging in the usual Oriental hyperbole, Isma 
gave a light laugh “ Better say it in Arabic,” she 
scoffed, “ it doesn t sound very convincing m English " 

" Do you need convincing ? ” His voice was still 
expressionless but in his eyes, lifted suddenly to hers, 
she saw with utter astonishment and dismay what sent 
her quickly to her feet, her one thought to get away 
before he said what must inevitably put an end to the 
frank comradeship that had existed up to now, even if 
it did not altogether destroy the friendship that had 
been so pleasant 

But quicker than she he followed, slipping between 
her and the waiting horses " Isma — listen < ” All the 
pent-up love in his heart was in his voice now, and 
swiftly he caught her wrists in his slim brown hands 
And his touch told her even more than the passionate 
ardour of his tone 

So had David's touch once made her shrink, she 
remembered, and, shivering, tried to wrench her wrists 
free “ No, no I can’t listen— I don’t want to listen 
And you’re hurting me — let me go Please, please let 
me go ” 

But the steely pressure of his fingers slackened only 
a little 

“ I can’t let you go — yet/’ he cried, " I can't be silent 
any longer. You've got to listen to me now, got to 
know the love I’ve kept hidden all these months — love 
that has changed every thing for me, that has made me 
long for what I never thought of before At first it 
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was only a pictured face, a sketch I stole from Cassie 
Hoyt's portfolio But I loved that face as I had never 
loved any real woman And with all the faith that is in 
me I prayed to Allah that some day my pictured lady, 
m all her living breathing loveliness, might come to lie 
in my arms, and bring me the joy that only she could 
give Yet with all my faith I was afraid — for I didn't 
even know your name But when I saw you at Denes. 
Abbey — and I never thought you would be there, how 
should I > — when you came into the room that night, 
then I knew that Allah had heard my prayers, and that 
for some purpose, greater perhaps even than my long- 
ing, He had always meant that we should come 
together And when you gave me your hand — why, I 
just forgot all the other folks standing around, and it was 
all I could do to keep myself from telling my love right 
there As it was, A 1 told me afterwards, I made a big 
enough hole in my manners sitting staring at you all the 
rest of the evening hke a bear with a sore head But if 
you'd known what I was thinking — Isma, my love, my 
love My lady that I worship My goddess I would 

make a queen ” He stopped abruptly frowning, as 

if suddenly consciofls that he had said too much 
Then " Why not ? ” he muttered “ Why should I not 
tell you everything ? ” And still holding her wrists, 
heedless of her struggles, of her interruptions that 
ceased at last because he would not listen, he burst into* 
rapid and impassioned speech telling her of the great 
rising amongst the native chiefs which in secret prepa- 
ration for years, was now slowly coming to maturity — 
a wide-spread revolt with the ben Aissa at its head and 
the chief of the ben Aissa the already acknowledged 
king of the new Arab dominion that should be , telling 
her too of Hoyt's first meeting with the brother and 
sister in America and of the interest and sympathy that 
had induced him to take up their cause and place 
himself and Ms big fortune at their disposal With 
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feelings that almost approached horror — for she hked 
him so well would always like him for his great 
kindness to her — Isma heard how the Sagamore had 
duped the government in the north , how for years, 
except during the great war, he had been flooding the 
country with guns and munitions under cover of the 
archaeological pursuits he used as a screen to his 
activities 

And, hearing, she stood aghast, not only at the full 
confirmation of her early doubts and suspicions but at 
the stupendous folly of the ben Aissa and their associ- 
ates She knew now why visitors came so frequently 
to the city , knew now what was the work that took so 
many hours of Messaouda’s time, the reason of the 
nightly conferences in her room while Hoyt was with 
them 

When she made herself listen again Said's voice had 
dropped to a lower, less excited key “ For years we 
have worked and waited,” he was saying, " and at last 
our opportunity has come They have lost men and 
money m their own struggle for independence, and 
never will we have such a chance again to strike out for 
ourselves All his hfe it has beefi my father’s hope — 
his daily, hourly prayer Ever since the time of Bou 
Amama he has been working for this ” 

With an effort Isma dragged her chaotic thoughts 
together " And Bou Amama was taken, and died m 
exile in Morocco,” she reminded him, history he himself 
had told her 

“ Bou Amama left too much to chance,” he replied 
quickly " We are better organised this time We 
have more money, and more modem equipment than 
he had” 

“ But even so, it’s madness— absolute madness,” she 
exclaimed, all that had led up to this amazing dis- 
closure momentarily forgotten in her anxiety for a 
people she had come to like and admire ” They’ve a big 
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force left in spite of the War, moie money than you 
think, and m the end they’ll crush you as they crv shtd 
him Oh, why can’t you see it’s impossible, that it s 
utterly hopelessly impossible ? ” 

" Nothing is impossible that has right behind it ” 

" What right is there — m rebellion ? And even if you 
are outside their jurisdiction — if you really are — for 
the chiefs who are in this with you it would be re- 
bellion ” 

" What right have they to make slaves of us ? ” he 
retorted And as she stood silent, not knowing what 
to say, he caught her imprisoned hands up to his lips 
" Whether we win or lose, Allah will decide,” he said 
hoarsely, “ but win or lose I shall still have you — and 
you are more to me than anything else in the world 
Isma, beloved, haven’t I waited long enough ? \\ on t 
you tell me now when you will come to me ? ’’ 

That he was sincere, that he loved her with all the 
fierce tempestuous love that only the burning sun of the 
desert can put into the hearts of men she was forced 
even against her inclination to believe But that he 
should speak so confidently, be apparently so sure of her 
compliance brought 3 . crushing sense of indignity that 
roused her to quick and furious rage 
“ I don’t know what you mean,” she burst out, the 
bewilderment m her eyes changed to blazing indigna- 
tion as she tried once more to wrench her wrists free 
“ Aren’t you taking just a little too much for granted ? 
And let go my hands at once, please I’ve told vou 
half a dozen times already— you’re hurting me " 

For a moment he stood as if stunned, staring at her 
almost stupidly before he slowly released the bruised 
wrists she thrust behind her back out of his sight and 
her own 

" You don't — care ? ” he muttered dully 
"No," she answered with pitiless emphasis, for the 
burning anger and resentment she felt was still too 
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strong for her to be touched by any other feeling, " I \ e 
never cared for anyone — in the way you mean, and 
never shall ” 

" Then all these months " he was beginning, in 

the same dull wondering voice 

“ I was your fnend, ' she broke m " If you thought 
anything else you had no right, and you made a big 
mistake ” 

With a sudden violent movement that made her 
involuntarily give back a pace he straightened up, 
drawing his breath in sharply " A mistake,” he 
whispered And all at once the handsome face whose 
every expression she had thought was known to her 
seemed to become the face of a devil incarnate But 
the look was gone in an instant and the next moment he 
laughed, a soft little laugh that was faintly disdainful 
" A mistake 5 ” he repeated suavely " When I ask you 
again perhaps you will find that it is you who have 
made the mistake " 

Too angry still to realise anything but her own anger, 
his suavity and his cool hmt that the matter was not 
yet ended merely put fresh fire to her rage "You 
needn't trouble,” she said shortly** " I have given you 
my answer You will get no other from me ” 

" That remains to be seen ” His tone was just as 
suave, but there was something in his cold smile that 
checked the retort that was rising to her lips, that for 
the first tune made her feel afraid— a strange indefinite 
fear that sent an icy shiver rippling down her spine 

And through sheer panic she lost her temper com- 
pletely " How dared you think— what you thought ? ” 
die Stormed " And if you can't behave like a gentleman 
now you know what J think, if you’re going to act like 
an unmannerly savage, you'll make me more sorry than 
I am I ever came to this country You've made me 
hate it— and you,” 

But long before she was through the narrow pas she 
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repented the angry words to which he had listened with 
the same cold smile and without attempting either to 
stop or follow her when she rode away Because he 
had had the impertinence to assume that she was his 
for the asking was no reason for forgetting her own 
manners She could have made her feelings quite clear 
without losing her temper and, with it, a certain loss of 
dignity that was humiliating to remember Yet how 
could she help it, with such provocation ? 

Resentment burned up in her again, and carried 
beyond sill thought and consideration she spurred the 
galloping stallion to greater speed across the open plain, 
trying vainly not to listen for the sound of following 
hoofs What right had he to think so slightingly of 
her ? she kept on repeating, what right had he, an Arab, 
to think of her in that way at all ? The idea that he 
might care for her, that the friendship that had been so 
pleasant might end like this had never once entered her 
head She had never even dreamed of its possibility 
But it had happened — and now what was she to do, 
where was she to go ? Was she never to get away from 
the thing she loathed and which seemed to pursue her 
everywhere ? It hsfti driven her from England, was 
driving her now from this place where at least she had 

thought she would find peace Even in America 

But not one of those men in America, not David — 
never, never David — had insulted her as this man had 
It all came back to that To presume so much, to 
imagine he had only to cock his little finger— the 
colossal infernal cheek of it • And perhaps he had even 
dared to think she had come here for the very purpose ! 
Writhing at the thought Isma spurred the great s talli on 
again, urging him up the long ramp at a breakneck 
pace 

Her rage had reached white heat when at last she 
burst in on Messaouda who was sitting in her usual 
seat and* as usual, busily writing And the rn^« of 
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letters and documents, whose significance was no 
longer a secret to her, only served to mcrease her in- 
dignation 

Not pausmg to choose her words she rushed to the 
point without any preliminary 
“ I want to go home I’ve loved being here — you’ve 
been most awfully kind to me — but — but I can’t stay 
any longer I want to go at once, please, as soon as 
you can arrange for me” Breathlessly, childishly 
almost, she blurted it out, and Messaouda looked up 
from her work with a little smile 

" Why, my dear •” she began But as her glance 

met Isma’s her smile faded, and a look that was wonder, 
disappointment, and the dawning of faint hostility all 
combined came into her dark eyes that until now had 
always been so affectionate 
" Has Said — asked you to marry him ? ” Startled by 
the unexpected question, but relieved at being spared 
awkward explanations, Isma gave a laconic affirmative 
" And you have — refused ? ” There was a tremor in 
Messaouda’s voice this time And as another " Yes ” 
came short and uncompromising as the first her look of 
hostility deepened "But why? "she said sharply "If 
you did not care for him why did you make him think 
in England that you cared so much about his country ? 
Why did you come to us when you must have known 
that he loved you ? ” 

'\I didn't know,” Isma returned hotly " It's not a 
thing I ever think about I wanted to travel, to get off 
the beaten track, and it was the country not your 

brother I came to see If I’d had the least idea ” 

she broke off, her face flushing under Messaouda's 
patently incredulous stare " Oh, it’s no good trying 
to explain if you can't understand,” she added, swallow- 
ing an angry sob 

" I’m afraid I don’t understand,” Messaouda replied 
frigidly “ Whether you meant it or not you’ve given 
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Said every encouragement You’ve let him talk with 
you, ride with you alone, be with you alone for whole 
days at a stretch Do you think he is made of ice — 
like your Englishmen ? ’’ 

At any other time Isma would have laughed at the 
comparison But at the moment laughter was very 
far from her, and the implied censure made her face 
flush deeper 

" I've told you I never think of that sort of thing ” 

she said indignantly, " and even if I did, I ” Again 

she stopped short, turning to the window to hide what 
she felt sure must be plainly written on her face It 
was impossible to tell Messaouda, who was his sister 
and an Arab herself, that if the thought of marriage 
was horrible and revolting to her, marriage with a 
native was ten times more honib’e and revolting 
“ I’m desperately sorry this has happened," she went 
on after a pause, but still keeping her eyes fixed on the 
window, " and I’d be more sorry if I thought it was my 
fault But it isn’t my fault, whatever you may thmk 
If I'd known there was any chance of it, I'd have gone 
back with Mr Hoyt^ But it's no good talking about 
that All I can do now is to go as quickly as you can 
make arrangements for me ” 

“ I’m afraid I can’t take you,” replied Messaouda 
“ My father is still too ill for me to leave him ” She 
spoke even more frigidly and distantly than before 
And in every word, though she studiously avoided 
looking at her, Isma could sense deep resentment and 
anger— and anger began to stir again in her own heart 
But she managed to keep it down 
" Then will you please wireless to Mr Hoyt, or to 
Cassie if he is still in America, and ask them to send an 
escort for me I’d be quite all right with Doud,’ she 
said, as quietly as she could 
" I’m sorry,” was the cool reply, " but that is quite 
impossible too The Radio is out of commission We 
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have had no messages from the north for weeks, nor 
have we been able to get messages through ” 

The fear, only a vague presentiment then, which had 
unconsciously been growing in her ever since she leaped 
on her horse and galloped away from Said an hour 
before rushed over Isma again with renewed force, 
and every vestige of colour was gone from her face as 
she wheeled round to confront Messaouda with clenched 
hands and heaving breast "Are you telling me the 
truth ? ” she gasped 

The Arab girl’s eyes flashed, and her head went up 
haughtily " Why should I he to you ? ” she said 
harshly " Why should I want you to stay if you’re 
only going to bieak Said’s heart ? ” And abruptly she 
rose to her feet, her kps compressed as though to keep 
back what still struggled for utterance But her look 
told Isma as plainly as if she had said it that, as far as 
she was concerned, the close friendship that had sprung 
up between them was at an end, and that never would 
she forgive this slight to the brother she adored Then, 
with head still held high and eyes still flashing wrath- 
fully, she went swiftly down the room, pausing at the 
door to fling back over her shoulder " My father is 
very weak to-night, so you will excuse me if you have 
to eat alone,” before she swept through the curtains 
leaving Isma a prey to thoughts and imaginings that 
every moment grew darker and more terrifying 

Desperately she strove to put them out of her mind 
But thought would not be controlled and hour after 
'hour she wrestled with herself, with the fear she still 
tried to believe was a thing beyond all possibility Yet 
hour by hour, reason as she would, the dreadful fear 
persisted until she started at the sound of every footfall, 
every voice that echoed from the courtyard below 
And that night die never slept 

For a week, offering no excuse since none was askea, 
she scarcely left her own rooms 
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And of Said, during that week, she saw nothing 

Whether he had left the city or was merely keeping 
out of her way she neither knew nor cared She only 
prayed every morning that she might not see him, and 
thanked God every night on her knees for another day s 
respite 

But she knew it was only a postponement , that 
sooner or later, as he had told her, he would speak 
again And there were moments when, her nerves 
strained to breaking-point, she almost longed for the 
interyiew she dreaded 

Then one evening quite suddenly, with no more 
intimation than a burned word from Fatima, he came, 
just after she had finished the solitary dinner to which 
she was growing so accustomed And one glance at 
his face warned her m what mood he had come Never 
before had she seen in him any likeness to his cousin 
But to-night the resemblance was striking And 
catching her hp between her teeth to hide its trembling 
she forced herself to meet the keen penetrating eyes 
that for the first time she saw flaming with the look she 
had so often seen m Ishak's 

New to her too wts the arrogant swung of his supple 
body as he strode across the room, his burnous thrown 
back, a half smoked cigarette dangling from one slender 
finely shaped hand 

The week had changed him almost beyond recogni- 
tion Of the man she had known at Denes Abbej, of 
the courteous host of only a few days ago, there w as 
no longer any trace This was an Arab pure and simple, 
seething with all an Arab's instincts, cruel and pitiless 
as one of his own desert hawks And in terror that 
made her want to scream Isma wraited for what was 
to come Nor was she kept long in suspense Stand- 
ing before her with set unsmiling lips, without the 
quick perfunctory salaam he had never before omitted, 
he spoke abruptly, and With unusual curt directness 
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"Have you thought over what I said to you last 
week ? ” 

Wearily she shook her head, her shaking fingers 
clutching at the silken cushion of the divan on which 
she sat " What is there to think over ? " she muttered, 
‘ I told you then I can't say anything different now 
It’s no good asking me I can’t marry you " 

“ Why ? " he demanded fiercely " Because I am an 
Arab ? Do you thmk it an insult that an Arab should 
love you ? ” And before she could evade him she was 
lying crushed against his breast, shuddering under the 
burning kisses that seemed to scorch through to her 
very soul 

Frantically she struggled to free herself But closer 
and closer he drew her to him, until her body ached 
with the merciless pressure of his strong arms, until at 
last a gasping cry was forced from her bruised and 
quivering bps " Let me go Oh, Said, let me go ’’ 

" Let you go ? ’’ Closer still he strained her “ Do 
you think I will give you up now ? Do you think I 
will let you go to some other man’s arms when I have 
held you, like this, in mine ? " And once more his 
kisses fell like ram on her face and^fceck and hair 
Yet even in the madness of his passion he could see 
the loathing he inspired And as another wailing 
entreaty burst from her, an entreaty he knew was for 
more than just her immediate release, his face that had 
softened somewhat hardened again Roughly he 
thrust her from him " It’s impossible," he said 
thickly "Even if I didn't want you, it would be 
impossible I’ve told you too much, you know too 
much for the safety of our plans, for the safety of all 
of us, for me to let you go now Whether you wish 
it or not you will have to stay here " 

For an instant the floor seemed to rock undo: her 
feet, and she swayed dizzily 
“ But you can’t keep me " Chokingly she uttered 
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the words she still tned to believe " You can’t keep 
me here ” 

“ Can't I ? " His eyes swept her from head to foot, 
hungry eyes of desire that sent a wave of physical 
sickness through her “ I think you will find I both 
can and will But I am not going to force you to 
marry me The conditions under which you remain 
will rest m your own hands,” he added, but there was 
a mocking note in his voice that killed the sudden wild 
hope that had surged in her 
Fearfully, furtively, she glanced at him " What do 
you mean ? ” she whispered 
“ I mean,” he said slowly, " that you can choose for 
yourself whether you will be wife — or just a woman of 
my house,” and as she shrank back, flinching as if he 
had struck her " Probably you think the one as 
derogatory to you as the other,” he went on, with a 
hard bitter little laugh " I can’t help that But be 
very sure of this — it will certainly be one or the other ” 
Her heart seemed to have stopped beating And 
white to the bps, her face gone suddenly pinched and 
old-looking, she stood for a moment fighting for bieath 
Then, in agony that drove her beyond fear, desperately, 
recklessly, she flung her scorn at him “ You can say 
a thing so foul and still pretend that you love me ? 
You can stoop to do anything so — vile ? ” 

A dark wave of colour rolled over his bronzed cheek 
But it was anger more than shame And the look he 
threw at her sent her cowering on to the divan, her 
new-found courage gone, wondering if he would 
kill her 

But he only laughed again, more bitterly than 
before "Vile — ami? "he sneered “And whose fault 
is it ? " Once more his gaze swept her where she lay 
huddled amongst the cushions, and now the fierce 
hunger in his smouldering eyes was mingled with a 
fiercer contempt “It is women like you who make 
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such men as I am — vile,” he cried, with scorn even 
greater than hers , “ while it amuses you, 'you can forget 
the barrier your prejudice raises between us and you 
will talk with us, accept us on terms of equality — even 
as friends But if one of us has the unhappiness to 
love you, is fool enough to speak of it then you remem- 
ber your prejudice and show us what you really think 
we are — beings of a lower order, a little above the 
beasts perhaps, but not much And in your fancied 
superiority you cannot even differentiate Arabs, who 
come from the same Aryan stock as you do — or negroes, 
who since the beginning of time have been our slaves 
We are all one to you, just niggers, mud to be trodden 
under your feet Even you, you who ha\e lived 
amongst us, who know the difference — when I spoke 
of my love last week you looked at me as if I had been 
— Lakadha Does it occur to you to think what I 
might have done to you at that moment, when my love 
almost turned to hatred, had I been a man of his race ? 
You would have had no choice offered you then 
Because I am what I am, I have given you a choice 
But also because I am what I am, I can go no further 
than that Did you never think, all these months, 
what your companionship might mean to me ’ Never 
think what I might be led to hope when you seemed so 
happy and contented here’ You could have gone 
when A 1 went, but you chose to stay — to tempt me 
as I think no man was ever tempted before I was 
not a nigger to you then but an equal, welcome when' 
I came, even sought for when I did not come Do you 
blame me that I thought you willmg— that I thought I 
had only to ask ? And now— when I do not amuse you 
any longer, when I know that you were only playing 

with me Do you think that I — I am one to come 

and go at a woman’s whun, to obey a woman’s pleasure ? 
By Allah, no ! You have had your day, and your day 
is passed It is my pleasure you will consider now, my 
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will you will obey in future And, obeying, you can 
remember that you brought this on yourself Vou 
made me love you, more, a thousand times more, than 
I had loved you before, and for no one on earth, to no 
one on earth will I ever let you go now What you 
will be to me you can tell me when you have made up 
your mmd Only choose quickly — lest my patience 
fails before you have made your choice ” 

The sound of his footsteps had long since died away 
before she dared to lift her head and look with haggard 
stricken eyes round the room she would never feel safe 
in again And, strangely, it was only of the accusations 
he had hurled at her that she could think at first 
It wasn't true, it wasn’t true, she kept on whispering 
Foolish, unthinking, perhaps she had been, but she had 
never tempted him, never tried to win his love, never 
even thought that he might love her But her whispers 
ceased as a shudder of terrible apprehension suddenly 
went through her What were his accusations com- 
pared with the appalling thing he purposed ! 

Again the room seemed to swim round her And 
fighting as she had fought before against the waves of 
nausea that were tdhung her sick and faint she stag- 
gered up and going draggmgly to the window wrenched 
open the shutter But the cool air blowing in brought 
her no relief and, moaning, she buned her face in her 
hands while shudder after shudder shook her from head 
to foot This horror that was coming to her, to her 
— was it possible that just want of thought could 
bring such awful punishment ? Arab though he was, 
justified though he might think himself to be, how 
could any man so change, hate so bitterly what he 
had once loved that nothing remained but the lust of 
torture and revenge ? And here he was all-powerful 
There was no escape for her, or from the chorne that 
was only a mockery , no one to whom she could turn 
for help, not even Messaouda— for Messaouda would 
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not help her now In this teeming city she was 
utterly alone, utterly at his mercy — and for his very 
pride's sake he would be merciless When it pleased 
him — oh, God, if she could only die before — when it 
pleased him he would do what he had threatened 
With another pitiful little moan she slipped to the 
floor, the tears she had not yet given way to coming 
at last. 



CHAPTER VIII 


/ WILL lift up mine eyes unto the hills from whence 
cometh my help 

High above the city that for her had become a 
veritable city of stones, a prison from which there was 
no possibility of escape, Isma stood beside the white- 
washed parapet of the little observation platform, 
slow tears gathering in her eyes as she whispered the 
words she had so often sung in the village church at 
Kings Crichton without a thought then that they could 
ever have any real significance for her 
Yet how many times, she wondered with quiveung 
lips, had she lifted up her eyes to these hills hoping and 
praying for the help that never came ? And now that 
she was beyond help how many more times m the 
hopeless years that stretched ahead would she climb 
to this quiet place, where no one but she ever seemed 
to come, to wrestle with the black despair that some- 
times almost tempted her to fling herself down on the 
rocks beneath and end a life that could never be other 
than desolate and unhappy ? And it would be so 
easy Here, within reach of her hand, was the weak 
spot in the railing Said had warned her of long ago, 
in the time that now seemed to belong to another 

existence Little more than a touch, and then 

Shuddering she drew back and, dropping on to the 
rough wooden bench drawn close to the parapet, 
buried her face in her hands Not that — jet, not 
while he still left her free And how much longer would 
he leave her free who now more than ever was his to 
take when he chose ? 

Another shudder went through her as her mind 
travelled back to the night, four months before, when 
to escape the shameful alternative he had offered she 
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had spoken the words that had made her the wife of 
Said ben Aissa 

What those words were, or of the ceremonies that 
had followed, she had still no clear remembrance It 
had all been like a dream, horrible and unreal, and 
complete understanding of what she had done had only 
dawned on her when she found herself back m her own 
room alone, and listening fearfully for the coming 
of the man who would be master of her, body and 
soul 

But formalities of which die knew little had detained 
him And for hours she had waited, her clothes 
clinging wet to her shivering limbs, her hands pressed 
over her ears to try and deaden the sounds of the shrill 
pipes and banging tom-toms which, with constant 
discharges of nfle shots, had been going on all evening 
and would continue, die knew, to mock her m her 
misery until the dawn For though a few of the more 
rigid amongst the elders of the people had been averse 
to his choice of a Roumia, a European woman, for his 
wife the bulk of the population had seen only cause for 
rejoicing in the long-deferred, long-hoped-for marriage 
of their chief’s son, and the whale city, blazing with 
lights from top to bottom, had been given up to 
nnrestramed feasting and festivity 

And in her agony, ajl at once like a blinding flash 
had come sudden self-realisation, sudden self-under- 
standing that had wrung a cry of anguish from her 
If it had been David who was coming— -David for 
whose steps she was listening! Too late she had 
learned the love that all her life, unknown to her, had 
lam smouldering in her heart, love so dominating and 
absolute now that even the fear which had terrified 
her since childhood had gone as though it had never 
been. And ev^ry fibre in her being crying out for 
him she had known that if it could only have been he 
it would have been heaven on earth to do his will, 
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and ]oy unutterable, if so great a mercy were ever 
granted her, to give ium the child he wanted 

With another bitter cry she had fallen prone on the 
thick rug to weep heartbrokenly until she had no tears 
left 

And so, when he came at last, Said had found her 

Too physically exhausted to struggle she had not 
attempted to resist when he lifted her into his arms 
And infinitely gentle though his clasp had been remem- 
brance of their last interview alone had made her 
tremble at more than just the thought of what his 
presence meant, and with closed eyes, her fingers 
gripped m the silken coverings of the bed, she had 
waited in fearful apprehension for a repetition of the 
violence that had finally crushed her spirit only a few 
days before 

But his words, when at length he spoke, had been 
very other to what she had expected In short broken 
sentences, retracting all the accusations he had made 
he had implored her forgiveness, begged for her love, 
for at least compliance with the marriage he had forced 
on her And then, his head sunk on the pillow beside 
hers, his voice thick*with emotion, he had urged his 
own love, pleading the desperate longing which grown 
stronger than himself had driven him to the course 
he had taken, and beseeching her, since die was his 
wife, to have pity on the husband who had come not as 
a master but as a suppliant “ Not for me only, but 
for my people,” he whispered at last, and raising her 
suddenly he had flung out a hand towards the open 
window “Do you hear them, down there in the 
streets ? ” he had cried " Do you know what they are 
Singing ? It is the Song of Life— the life that, if Allah 
wills, they pray shall be begun to-night , the life that 
through us, with Allah’s blessmg, mil mean their 
salvation Ever since I grew to manhood they have 
been waiting for this, praying for a child to be bom 
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of my blood — the blood that has ruled them from the 
time they first became a tribe For years they have 
murmured because I took no wife, because I failed to 
give them their desire And because I can love no 
other woman, will marry no other woman, but you, on 
you and you alone depends the fate, the whole future 
of the ben Aissa If I fail them now, after my death 
they will no longer be a tribe For none but a son of 
mine can hold them as we of my family have held 
them, to none but a son of name will they give the 
allegiance that Ishak hopes to get " With a deep sob 
he had drawn her closer, straining her to him convul- 
sively " Oh, hght of my eyes, my wife, my wife, for 
their sake as well as mine — be kmd to me — to-night ” 

But it was David’s voice she had seemed to hear, 
David’s eyes that had seemed to look with such desper- 
ate pleading into hers And his name bursting from 
her bps she had tom herself free and fled like a mad 
thing Before she reached the curtains of the ante- 
room Said had caught her, every tender hne wiped 
from his face as he dragged her back with force that 
had wrenched the thm silks from her shoulders " So 
in that too, you lied to me,” he had snarled, “ you, who 
told me you had never cared for any man — and never 
would ” 

" I didn't be,” she had sobbed "I didn't know — 
until now ” 

” Then now, in my arms, you can forget it again," 
he had retorted with a httle savage laugh, ” for, by 
Allah, I will kill you rather than you should he in his ” 

And in her extremity passionately she had entreated 
him to give her death that was preferable to his 
embraces The same terrible look she had seen once 
before had swept over his face and for a moment she 
had thought, hfd prayed, that he would take her at 
her word. Then, httle by httle the fury m his eyes 
ted changed to an expression of dull suffering and 
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slowly, very slowly, his hands had shpped from her 
And a few moments later, lying face downwards on the 
rug where she had fallen, she had heard the clang of 
the outer door closing behind him The evening 
shadows were beginning to gather when Isma lifted her 
head to look with weary brooding eyes over the wide 
plain while she thought of the weeks and months that 
had followed , of the dread that, waking and sleeping 
bad gone with her ever smce , of the difficulties of her 
life under its new conditions For not a guest any 
more but a member of the family her altered status 
had brought changes and restrictions which were a 
constant galling reminder that she was no longer her 
own mistress 

Whether the household, or even Messaouda, knew 
or did not know of the real relations that existed between 
her and Said she had no means of discovermg From 
their behaviour and their inscrutable faces she could 
learn nothing, for the subtle secrecy of the Arab mind 
was still beyond her comprehension Said himself, 
and the attitude he adopted towards her, was a puzzle 
that often made her wonder how many sides there were 
to his character F®r weeks, despising herself for 
cowardice but unable to conquer her physical fear of 
him, she had flinched every time he came near her 
But there had been no recurrence of the violence 
that had so terrified her before, and it was not he nearly 
so much as Messaouda who created the difficulties she 
had to contend with 

Yet the fact of his ownership was made very clear 
Though he still left her free, ul no other particular was 
she ever allowed to forget — if she could have forgotten — 
that she was his wife With the right that was his he 
exercised a husband’s prerogative when he would, and 
her rooms no longer a sanctuary she never knew at what 
hour he might come, sometimes to talk, with almost 
the same freedom as before their marriage, of local or 
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domestic happenings , sometimes to sit m moody 
silence, smoking cigarette after cigarette, looking at 
her until his steady stare and the knowledge of what 
lay in his watching eyes tore her strained nerves to 
tatters, and quivering every time he moved she would 
wonder if the limit of his forbearance had been reached 
at last, if it would be to-night 

But day had succeeded day without her dread being 
substantiated, and during the last two months his 
frequent absence from the city had given her intervals 
of comparative ease 

As Hoyt had predicted, the Moroccans had stirred 
themselves to avenge their dead And to check the 
sporadic raiding that had broken out in consequence, 
for weeks at a time in spite of Messaouda’s vehement 
protests he was away riding the border with the 
patrols he had instituted Yet his eveiy return was a 
cause of further apprehension, for each time he came 
back she saw the hunger look written plainer on his 
face and each time he rode away again it was with 
greater and more obvious reluctance 

The last time, coming to take leave of her the 
evening before, he had stayed nrher room almost until 
the dawn And for hours afterwards, too unnerved 
to sleep, she had lam trembling with reaction from the 
long strain, still seeming to feel the pressure of his 
encircling arms, the scorching flame of his kisses on her 
lips 

Would kisses alone content him the next time ? 

Isma's hands clenched tighter on the edge of the 
wooden bench It wasn't any use trying not to think 
of it The position between them was growing more 
and more impossible It couldn’t go on Sooner or 
later the sample, or whatever it was, that stayed him 
would be forgotten or ignored Sooner or later he 
would take her, as he had the right And after that, 
even if she had the courage or the cowardice to go on 
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living, all that had ever been Isma Cnchton would he 
dead 

Blinding tears welled in her eyes again, and im- 
patiently she brushed them away Tears couldn’t 
help her or undo what she had done By her own 
foolishness she had brought this misery on herself 
She had had her chance of happiness, greater happiness 
perhaps than fell to the lot of most women and de- 
liberately, of her own free will she had thrown it away 
The desolation and suffering that had come instead 
was her own doing nobody s fault but hers But oh, 
dear God, if the suffering could only be hers alone, if 
only David had not to suffer too And he would 
never know that she loved him, never know of the 
awful remorse that was to be her punishment until 
the death she longed for came to free her He 
would never know For she would never see him 
again never be able to tell him And if in time he 
ever learned how she was hving — he would think she 
had been willing, that it had been her own choice, and 
his love would turn to scorn His scorn 1 Oh, God, 
if she’d only done what he asked that day in London, if 
only the year that was passed could be given to her to 
live over again that she might go to him and beg for 
the love that was more than life to her now David 1 
David 1 

It was the first stirrings of the cold evening breeze 
that roused her half an hour later to glance qmckly at 
the setting sun and then sink back on the bench with 
a little sigh of relief There was time yet, twenty 
minutes at least before she need leave this quiet place 
that was her haven of refuge For days she had 
been feeling tired and listless, and to-day after that 
scene with Messaouda she wanted rest and quiet more 
than ever It had been a hateful scene, and her nerves 
were still jangling like piano wires And then here, 
instead of giving them a chance to steady down, hke 
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a fool she had let her misery get the upperfiand again, 
had let herself cry as she had not cried for weeks, and 
now her head was throbbing as if a tom-tom was 
beatmg inside it 

Shivering from time to time, for she had brought no 
wrap to cover the thin riding clothes she still wore for 
preference though it was long smce she had ridden or 
had any desire to ride, Isma sat staring into space, 
striving to keep her mind a blank But she knew the 
moments were speeding, that very soon she would have 
to return to the palace to face Messaouda in her wrath 
again, and with another tired sigh she took her aching 
head in her hands wondering how she was to carry out 
the new duty that had fallen to her lot when Messaouda 
objected so furiously 

Smce the first night — the same night, two weeks ago, 
that Said had gone back to the border— she had been 
aware of her opposition and day by day she had felt 
the storm gathering To-day it had burst And why ? 
Why should Messaouda resent the small help she was 
able to give the old Sheik in his illness ? Was it her 
fault that, heaven above knew why, the poor old man 
had become attached to her, wanted her to be with him ? 
Was it her fault that months spent nursing her own 
father had made her handy in a sickroom ? And glad 
as she was to be of use, for anything that distracted 
her mind even for a few moments from her own miser- 
able thoughts, it wasn't an easy task when his whole 
conversation was Said, Said and everlastingly Said. 
And to respond as she must respond, to pretend what 
she did not feel so that he might be left undisturbed 
m his happy illusion that all was well with the son 
he adored, was becoming more and more of a strain 
Why, oh, why had she ever learned the language that 
alone made iter attendance on him possible 1 And it 
wasn’t she who had suggested she should take over the 
night nursing — she had learned by now not to make 
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suggestions The order, for it amounted to no less, 
had come from the Sheik himself, so why couldn’t 
Messaouda let it be ? It was only to spare her who 
had all the business of this ghastly rebellion on her 
hands when Said was away, to give her more time to 
rest that had made the Sheik express the wish that had 
raised such a turmoil And there would be a bigger 
turmoil if he found his wishes disregarded 111 as he 
was, figurehead in many ways though he might be, 
he still expected unquestioning obedience from his 
household, and not knowing the cause the weight of 
his displeasure would fall on her shoulders That 
didn’t matter It would only be another difficulty 
added to many greater What did matter was that he 
was dying, and it was criminal he should be worried 
without reason at such a time If Said had been at 
home this trouble wouldn't have arisen Messaouda 
kept a hold over her tongue when he was within hearing 
But he wasn’t at home, wasn’t expected for several 
days yet, and though in some ways life was easier when 
he was in the city she dreaded Ins return too much to 
wish for it 

Perplexedly Isma Tan her fingers through her wind- 
whipped hair, heedless of the cold while she wrestled 
with the problem that seemed insoluble How was she 
to manage to-night, how even reach the Sheik’s room 
if she found the door barred as Messaouda had threat- 
ened? It was nothing but absurd jealousy Mes- 
saouda's furious "You have taken Said from me, but 
my father you shall not take" hurled at her tins 
afternoon proved that Yet it had been her refusal 
to marry Said that had changed Messaouda's liking 
into hatred And if she had loved him, had married 
him willingly, might not Messaouda m time have become 
as jealous and as antagonistic as she was now ? It 
was more than likely Jealousy seemed to be an in- 
tegral part of the nature of these people, and * 
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Messaouda’s passionate love for Said was not of the kind 
that would suffer any rival gladly But that was 
beside the question She had not Married Said 
willingly, and Messaouda knew it And how much 
more did Messaouda know that she continued to hate 
her so bitterly ? Would she never show any more 
consideration than she did now ? Would her hatred go 
on for all time, until, perhaps 

Desperately Isma strove to put thought from her 
Of the future she dare not think The present was 
hard enough to bear without torturing herself with 
what might be And perhaps, for it was only fair to 
give her the benefit of the doubt, perhaps Messaouda’s 
constant irritability was not only due to herself but 
m some part to the uncertainty of the political situation 
at the moment ? 

For a few minutes, her mind drawn from her own 
troubles, Isma pondered the question 

Though neither Said nor his sister ever spoke directly 
to her of their plans they spoke to each other m her 
hearing with complete openness, and she knew that 
the preparations for the great rising that had been 
going forward so smoothly when**Hoyt was with them 
had, a few weeks later, sustained an unexpected and 
incomprehensible check With their southern and 
eastern associates there was apparently no hitch The 
trouble was in the north where Ishak was taking 
control while Hoyt was in America And from Ishak 
only mfrequent and unsatisfactory news was being 
received Iwice, in response to urgent messages from 
Said, he had sent mechanics down to the city to repair 
the fault in the wireless But the defect had evidently 
been beyond their skill for it was still out of order, and 
letters earned even by fast camels took long to come 
and go. So matters seemed to have reached a deadlock 
that would continue m all probability until Hoyt 
returned With difficulties nearer home to occupy his 
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time and attention Said showed no particular uneasi- 
ness at the temporary breakdown of their schemes 

It was Messaouda who fretted And more and 
more often Isma heard the sound of the gramophone 
coming from the room she never entered now and 
guessed that Messaouda was on her knees, before the 
portrait she had once seen uncovered, praying for the 
success of the venture that was to bring retribution on 
her husband s murderers Ardent patriot though she 
was, to her the preservation of the integrity of her own 
tribe and the freeing of the rest of the country were 
matters of secondary importance Her chief desire 
was to avenge Hosein, and for that purpose she had 
lived ever since his death And brooding over it, 
growing more and more impatient as the years slipped 
by and her desire seemed to come no nearer, the 
sorrow which at first had strengthened her character 
had become a bitterness that was warping her whole 
nature, that made her now a very different woman to 
the one Cassie Hoyt had known only a few years before 

Again Isma brought her wandering thoughts back 
to the present Messaouda’s history was terrible and 
it was perhaps natu^jil she should have grown bitter, 
but thinking of it wouldn’t help to solve to-night's 
difficulty — and the sun was very near the top of the 
hills now 

A sob rose in her throat, and once more she buried 
her face in her hands surrendering to the wave of 
hopeless despair that suddenly rolled over her agam 
It wasn t the immediate problem but all the rest, every- 
thing that went to make up the sum total of her present 
wretchedness, that was crushing her down, changing 
her into the abject creature she was fast becoming 
And in this .last fortnight all her remaining courage 
seemed to have gone If only she could give up the 
struggle, get away from this city that was a prison, from 
the constant friction, the fettering restrictions that 
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every day grew more unbearable If there was only 
some way out, other than the coward's way, some 
place where she could find peace, be free of the watching 
eyes that followed her everywhere she went, that 
watched even while she slept 
Revolt surged afresh in Isma’s heart as she thought 
of that watcher, the giant negro who acted as her 
special guard For the man himself, a twin brother of 
Lakadha and already devoted to her, she had no feeling 
of dislike , it was the system, the sense of degradation 
that had come with the understanding of what he repre- 
sented, she found so intolerable, and his perpetual 
surveillance was of all the limitations imposed on 
her the one she loathed most and could least accustom 
herself to Always in attendance, without his know- 
ledge she seemed able to do nothing and go nowhere 
And every night, on a mat on the landing, he lay 
across the outer door of her rooms — a tangible reminder 
of her lost liberty, a guardian who was also a spy 
Many times she had tried to evade his unceasing 
vigilance, to slip unnoticed from the palace, as she 
thought she had done to-day But he always knew, 
was always waiting somewhere n&ar at hand when the 
time came to return — as without doubt he was waiting 
for her now in the courtyard of the mosque, she reflected 
angrily But what was the sense in being angry with 
Sahadana ? It wasn't his fault A^slave, bke every 
other negro here where the rule of France did not 
extend, he only acted under orders, only did what he 
was told And no freer than he die too was a slave, 
to do what she was told, to obey the commands of 
the man whose property die was, and would always be 
For he would never loosen the tie that bound them 
His love was too jealous, his desire too strong for him 
to let her go now • And though she had been driven 
to it her marriage had cut her off from help from the 
outside world Not even to Hoyt, if or when he came 
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again, could she appeal, supposing she were ever 
allowed to see him But she would not be allowed 
Said would never risk a rupture with the Sagamore and 
his coming would mean her complete immurement lor 
the time he remained in the city And if he made 
mquuies, remembering what she herself had told him 
when he had spoken to her of David he would probably 
be satisfied with any explanation given him — would 
probably think what everyone else must think 
Again Isma brushed away the tears which to-day 
seemed beyond control and for a few moments longer 
sat very still, listening for the sunset call of the muezzin 
that would bring her respite to an end 
And when, before the call came, she heard behind her 
the noisy creak of the small door that gave access to the 
platform she did not even trouble to turn her head, so 
sure was she it could only be Sahadana who would 
come here this evening to break m upon her solitude 
" There is time yet,” she said in Arabic, “ go back to 
the courtyard, and wait until I come ” Then suddenly 
she stiffened, for the low-spoken " Have I not waited 
long enough already ? ” that reached her was not 
voiced in Sahadana’srfough guttural tones And with 
a smothered gasp, the little colour that had been in her 
face drained completely from it, she stumbled to her 
feet to meet the half quizzical, half-bitter smile of the 
husband she had thought was still many miles away 
One glance showed her that he had only just arrived, 
had come in search of her without even waiting to 
remove the stains of travel, also that he must have 
travelled far and fast For dust-covered and weary- 
lookmg his appearance gave every indication of strain 
and hard ndmg But the hunger in his tired eyes was 
more apparent than ever before, and under their 
devouring stare her own fell swiftly 
*' I didn't know — it was you,” she stammered " I 
didn’t think you would be back— so soon ” and sat 
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down again hastily, not only because her knees were 
shaking Yet the embrace from which she was inwardly 
shrinking did not follow, and glancing covertly at him 
she saw his hands were occupied with the heavy dark 
burnous he was slipping over his head 
“ If this is all the care you take of yourself when I 
am away,” he returned, wrapping it round her in 
spite of her protests, " I wish I had come sooner It 
isn't summer any longer, and it is foolish to take risks 
in this climate at this time of year If your health is 
of no importance to you, kindly remember that it is of 
the utmost importance to me, and don t come up here 
m the evening again without something warm to put on 
when the sun goes down ” He spoke gravely, almost 
anxiously, and the deep tenderness in his voice sent a 
strange feeling through her that amazed her Was 
it just the contrast to Messaouda’s indifference, she 
wondered, just gratitude that anyone should trouble 
about her agam ? But it was more than that Though 
she had dreaded his return, though she was shaking 
now with fear at his nearness, she realised all at once 
that his coming had brought her a sudden sense of 
security she had not known fos. weeks Paradoxical 
and incomprehensible it seemed to her, yet it was a 
fact But a fact that did not make speech any easier, 
and it was with difficulty she forced herself to ask if 
there had been any trouble during his tour of inspection 
'* None,” he answered briefly And sitting down on 
the edge of the stone parapet opposite to her he bt a 
cigarette and for some time continued to smoke in 
silence and study what little he could see of the face 
she kept persistently turned from him 
“ Haven’t you been sleeping well lately ? ” he said 
at last, so suddenly that she jumped 
For a second only her eyes met his, then she turned 
her head away agam, thinking rapidly If he had 
really come straight up here he could know' nothing 
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of what had occurred during his absence But had 
he ? or had he seen Messaouda first and was he now, 
in true Arab fashion, merely trying to make her tell 
him what he knew already ? 

Uncertain what he might have learned, what dis- 
torted version might have been given him of the sense- 
less quarrel that was none of her making, a sudden 
impulse came to her to blurt out the real history of 
these last two miserable weeks But she couldn't do 
that, she reflected She had never spoken to him of 
Messaouda s intolerable treatment since she had been 
his wife and she was not gomg to speak of it now 
There was trouble enough without making more And 
she wasn t an Arab woman to go whining to the master 
of the house because another of his family made her 
life a burden to her 

Hoping it might put an end to his questions she 
prevaricated “ I get fever every night," and wished 
immediately she had thought of some other excuse, 
for bending forward he caught her wrist in his slim 
brown fingers 

" You are not feverish now,” was his quiet comment 
And flushing, she iffuttered, what was at least half 
the truth, that her head ached 
“ If you shut yourself up all day you must expect 
headaches,” he replied as he released her hand, " you 
don't take enough exercise They tell me you haven t 
ridden once in the two weeks I've been away " 

They tell tne The unaccountable softening she had 
begun to feel towards him passed as quickly as it had 
risen Was that his first care each time he came back 
—to collect the reports of his spies and make a full 
investigation of all her actions during his absence ? 
die asked herself seornfuEy, and her voice was sullen 
with resentment when she answered 
" Do you think I find it amusing to nde when I’m 
not allowed to go beyond the plain, and even there 
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have Sahadana trailing at my heels to see I don't 
disobey your orders ? " 

The complaint was no new one And annoyed that 
she should have chosen this evening, when he had hoped 
to avoid any clash, to reopen a discussion that was 
already worn threadbare Said flicked the ash from his 
cigarette with a gesture of impatience 
" I’ve told you a dozen times why you cannot nde 
beyond the plain/' he said curtly 
" Well, at least, spare me Sahadana,” she persisted 
" I'm not used to being spied on and he gets on my 
nerves ” But she saw refusal in his face even before 
he shook his head 

“ You are not a woman of the people,” he reminded 

her " You are my wife, and it is our custom ” 

" Your custom,” she interrupted with a hard little 
laugh ” You break plenty of your own customs your- 
self when it happens to suit you ” 

" Perhaps,” he replied, smiling in spite of himself, 
" but this custom I will not break ” 

She knew from his tone it was useless to prolong the 
argument To push it any further might only rouse 
him to anger she dare not risk, particularly now when 
she was counting on him to help her with Messaouda 
For she was counting on him 
Wondenngly she admitted it And wonder grew as 
she realised that the new feeling of security he had 
seemed to bnng with him when he came a few minutes 
ago had returned to her, stronger even than it had-been 
before And, as before, it was absolutely beyond her 
understanding She only knew that in spite of what 
he had done, m spite of what he might still do, his mere 
presence had dispelled the vague terrors that had 
seemed to threaten her during his absence And 
when he went back to the border ^ Could she, craven 
as she had become, face those indefinite terrors again 
alone? The worst he could do was known to her 
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What others might do was a medley of dreadful 
imaginings her overstrained bram could conceive but 
not control 

Her hands clenched as she nerved herself to utter 
what had suddenly flashed into her mmd 
While she still hesitated the call of the muezzin came 
from the minaret above their heads, and flinging the 
end of his cigarette over the parapet Said rose to his 
feet 

Afraid to speak, yet more afraid that he would go 
before she could say what she was trying to say, 
impulsively she clutched at his arm 
“ Oh, wait,” she gasped But more would not come, 
and it was Said who at last broke the silence 
" My dear,” he said gently, " I’ve been tiding smce 
dawn I want a bath, and I want some food If you 
'have anything to say to me, you must tell me later ” 
Later she knew would mean never, for already her 
courage was failing And imploringly, wildly almost, 
the words she had not been able to voice before burst 
from her " Don’t leave me here alone again Take 
me with you when you go back to the border ” 

For a moment he* stood staring at her, too dumb- 
founded to speak Was it possible, he wondered, that she 
did not know the real reason of his frequent absences — 
that it was only m the ceaseless activity he imposed on 
himself, the physical exhaustion it produced, that he 
found the strength of mmd still to leave her free ? 
And to see her always, to have her near h im night and 
day — would he have the strength then ? 

His teeth met .through the fresh cigarette he had ht, 
and with a smothered curse he spat the shreds of 
tobacco from his mouth 

“ It's impossible,” he said brusquely, " absolutely 
impossible ” 

Once already this evening she had heard the same 
note in his voice, but this time fear of more than his 
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displeasure made her reckless " Please, Said, please" 
she entreated 

But again he shook his head *' It’s impossible," he 
repeated “ You don't know what you are asking I 
told you just now that everything was quiet, that there 
was no trouble this last trip But do you think it is 
going to remain quiet ? You know as well as I do that 
any day they may be over the border again — and I 
daren't let you run the risk And apart from the 
danger of it, it would be too rough, too exhausting for 
you If you went with me you couldn’t have the 
comforts or the foods you are accustomed to, or even 
what you had when you came down here with A1 
You would have to live as the men and I live eat what 
we eat and sleep in a burnous by the side of your 
mehan every night " 

“ I don t care what I eat or how I sleep," she cried, 
“ on ly take me with you, for I can t bear it here any 
longer If I have to go on living like this I’ll go mad," 
and bowing her head on her knees she burst into almost 
hysterical sobs 

Raicly did she ever let him see her weep And 
to-night the sight of her tears, tfee pitiful sounds that 
were each one like a knife thrust through his heart, 
was more than he could endure And tom with in- 
decision, weakened by the thought that she should 
want to be with him — even though he knew it was not 
love that was prompting her— he began to pace up and 
down the narrow platform, his mind in a ferment 
What m the name of Allah had happened while he was 
away to make her ask this of him ? That he would have 
to find out later Sufficient for the moment that she 
had asked— and was it really so impossible, the danger 
as great as he had represented ? Not if he took the 
precautions he would take She had more to fear 
from him than any raider But if she chose to ignore 
the possible consequences of closer companionship, and 
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she must have thought of it before speaking to him, 
why should he try to dissuade her ? Why even 
struggle with himself any more ? Some day, willing 
or unwilling, she would have to give what he had never 
yet taken, and if this was to bring her to him the 
sooner was he a fool that he should let the opportunity 
go ? And was life so certain that he could afford to 
wait longer ? Any time now word might come from 
Al, and then he would have to leave her — perhaps 
for ever 

The longing he had striven for months to crush 
surged suddenly m a raging torrent and the blood 
was racing like fire through his veins as he halted 
beside her again 

“ I don’t know what your reasons are for this insane 
idea," he said abruptly, ‘ and I can’t stop to listen to 
them now But if you wish it so much if you are 
willing to nsk — whatever risks there may be, I will 
take you with me the next time I go ” 

" You will — you promise ? " She was on her feet, 
staring at him m passionate eagerness yet with doubt 
still lingering in her tear-wet eyes And as if the 
knowledge of it stung him he jerked himself straighter 

" I have said it,’ he answered haughtily, “ there is 
no need to promise " 

But it was only a flash of irritability that was gone 
in an instant and the next moment he smiled “ Well ’ 
he said slowly, “ haven t you anything to say m 
return ? " 

She knew words were not all he wanted and shivered 
as he came a step nearer I m grateful," she faltered, 
' very very grateful ” 

" Grateful I ” With a soft little laugh of disdain 
he swept her into his arms “ Thank me properly,” he 
said peremptorily 

Because she must obediently she raised her head 
But the cold passionless lips that touched his after 
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only a second’s hesitation were like ice to the fever 
burning within him, and with another smothered curse 
he let her go 

Yet even the embrace she hated could not destroy 
the strange easement of mind his coming had brought, 
and during the short walk home she found herself 
wishing she had yielded to the impulse to confide in 
him, at least spoken of the Sheik, when she had had 
the chance But the opportunity had gone, for the 
crowds gathered to greet him m each narrow street 
made conversation of any kind between them impossible 
and when they reached the courtyard of the palace 
he left her hurriedly at the foot of her own stairway 
with no more than a curt intimation that he had told 
Sahadana to bring his food to her room " in about an 
hour ” 

Wondering a little, for it was the first time he had 
ever given her warning of any intended visit, die went 
slowly up the stairs, pausing once or twice to lean 
against the dusty wall while she struggled with the 
unaccustomed faintness that kept coming over her 

In the inner room Fatima was waiting to help her 
dress, but in no mood to listen 4o the girl s excited 
chatter of the lover who was amongst the patrol that 
had ]ust returned Isma sent her away And alone, 
too weary at first to move, she stood for some time 
with her thoughts gone very far from her present 
surroundings until a metafile crash outside on the 
landing, which she knew was Sahadana setting down 
the big brass dinner tray, roused heir to shuddering 
remembrance of where she was and what she was 

With the outer door closed there was no fear of 
Sahadana intruding But a dosed door made no 
difference to Said He came when he chose and it 
might be any moment, for his hour like every Arab s 
was sometimes two and sometimes ten minutes Which 
would it be to-night ? she asked herself, and the 
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recollection of other occasions when he had come 
unexpectedly brought a hot flush to her cheeks and 
quickened her tired steps as she went into the tiny 
adjoining dressing-room to strip off her riding clothes, 
bathe, and slip into the simple evening frock Fatima 
had left m readiness 

But often she had to stop and rest And back in the 
big room, too sick and giddy to stand any longer, with a 
kttle groan she dropped on to the low divan and laid 
her throbbing head against the cushions The tom- 
tom was beating worse than ever, and her hands and 
feet were like stones Was this the beginning of some 
illness ? she wondered, or was it just nerves, just 
cowardice that was making her feel so lifeless and 
queer ? Whichever it was it didn t seem to matter 
She was too miserably tired to care — and what did 
anything matter now ? 

She had been asleep for nearly two hours when she 
woke with a start at the sound of Said s voice in the 
anteroom 

The short rest had brought her no relief, and aching 
in every limb, her head still heavy and confused, she 
had barely time to collect herself before he came 
through the curtains followed by Sahadana bringing 
the long-delayed dinner How late it was she had no 
means of knowing, but she guessed it was later than he 
had meant and the thought that it might have been 
Messaouda who had kept him made her glance ner- 
vously at his face as she moved to make place for him 
on the divan But more inscrutable even than usual 
to-night it seemed devoid of all expression Nor was 
his manner any more helpful Apparently m one of 
his silent moods he sat down without makmg any 
remark, and during the meal she scarcely touched he 
said nothing, though his eyes rarely left her for longer 
than an instant 

Yet for once Isma was wholly oblivious of their 
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steady searchmg stare Feeling sicker and giddier 
every moment she could only wonder how long she 
would be able to hold up, and wish that the room would 
stop turning round and round Even the old Sheik 
waiting for her in his own distant wing of the palace 
was forgotten, and dinner was nearly over before she 
remembered him again But to speak of him, to incur 
deliberately the difficult explanations that would 
inevitably follow, seemed impossible while Sahadana 
remained m the room And when the burly negro 
finally removed himself, after bringing the mint tea 
without which no meal was complete, it was something 
other than the thought of those difficult explanations 
that still kept her silent For once more they were 
alone, and the dread that always came then was driving 
everything else from her mind 
They were alone — and he was her husband He was 
her husband — and they were alone 

Over and o\er, with dry kps, soundlessly she kept 
repeating it 

They were alone — and for what other reason would he 
have returned days before he was expected ? No mes- 
sage from the city had recalled hn». It was only to be 
with her the sooner that he had ridden like a hurricane, 
moving even his hardy tribesmen to wonder — so 
Fatima had said- — during that punishing race home 
To be with her the sooner 

She could feel him watching her now, his eyes burning 
into her as she sat rigid with apprehension, while the 
long moments dragged slowly by And when after 
what seemed hours she heard him move, felt the touch 
of his hand on hers, it was almost more than she could 
do to keep from screaming, and like a drowning man at 
a straw she clutched at the only means of escape that 
occurred to her 

“ The Sidi,” she burst out breathlessly, " he wants 
me, I ought to have gone hours ago ” 
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Swiftly he stooped to her, reaching for her other 
hand " Not to-night,” he said softly, " not when I am 
here ” 

And misunderstanding, seeing nothing of the tender 
anxiety of his face with a choking cry she leaped to her 
feet “ He does he does want me ” But as she spoke 
the floor seemed to heave under her feet, darkness like 
a thick cloud fell over the room, and everything went 
from her 0 

When consciousness returned she was lymg in his 
arms on the divan shaking with the same hysterical 
sobs that had racked her earlier m the evening yet with 
all fear of him suddenly gone as she yielded m her weak- 
ness to the strange comfort of the gentle strength that 
alone seemed to he keeping her from slipping back into 
the black void that had engulfed her before In the 
^}*®^h6d confusion of her brain only one thought rose 
clear and distinct a thought that clamoured for expres- 
sion And too dazed still to realise what she was 
saying, between the tearing sobs that made her voice 
almost inaudible she told him what she had never 
meant to tell 

” H's childish to»say I've got the evil eye," she 
wailed, and he knows I wouldn’t hurt him But 
Messaouda said ” 


With a stifled exclamation Said caught her closer, 

»S n i he I tr ! mblmg llps “ For § et xt " he muttered 
Oh heart of my heart, forget it There isn t a soul 
here believes that, not a man or woman of them all, 
but me, who hasn't known for weeks how good you've 

been to him and Messaouda " The seething rage 

“had ,^ 1<i<3en for the last hour boiled over as he 
uttered his sister's name and a temble oath broke from 
him Did you think I knew she was troubhng you ? ” 
he cried passionately “ Do you think I wouldn’t have 
stopped it long ago if I had known ? But you needn't 
be afraid she will ever trouble you m any way again 
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While she hves she's not likely to forget what I said to 
her before I came to you just now ” 

But darkness was stealing over her once more and 
her blank look told him that if she even heard them at 
all his words were nothing to her but just empty mean- 
ingless sounds And until her sobs ceased, until at 
length her shuddering little body lay still he knelt 
motionless beside the divan holding her in silence, all 
the bitter torment of his soul in his sombre eyes as he 
stared yearningly at the small pale face he knew he dare 
not kiss if he was to leave her again to-night 



CHAPTER IX 


I N a little valley hidden away in a fold of the hills 
on the Moroccan border Isma lay wrapped in a 
burnous at the foot of a bush-topped sand mound, 
wondering, while she luxuriated in the rest she had been 
looking forward to for hours, which bone in her tired 
body ached the most 

The dawn had scarcely broken when she had mounted 
her mehari that morning And now behind the hills 
the sun was sinking, sullen and angry-lookmg, into a 
low bank of dark threatening cloud 

It had been a long day, the hardest she had ever 
expenenced, and thinking of it her mind went back to 
some of the marches she had made with the Sagamore 
There had been occasions then when it had seemed as if 
the limit of her endurance had been reached But 
those marches had been as nothing compared with the 
ones she had had to make lately 
That she could do and endure what she did now was 
due she knew to theman at whose side she rode every 
day and from whose nearness she no longer shrank 
Though thought of the time when his forbearance 
would end was still agony all other fear of him had gone 
that night, nearly three months before when she had 
sobbed herself to sleep in his arms And during the ill- 
ness that had fdllowed and through which he had nursed 
her himself, hindered rather than helped by a terrified 
Fatima/ his tenderness and devotion had made it 
impossible for her to hate him any more 
Too ill at first to know one face from another it was 
not until several days had passed that she gradually 
became aware of his constant presence, and then it had 
been merely to wonder apathetically why it seemed so 
natural to see him there But as her mind grew clearer 

*03 
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and she began to realise her changed feeling towards 
him the knowledge of it only increased her unhappiness 
and there were times when borne down by the over- 
whelming longing that never left her, she almost wished 
she could hate him again Yet throughout that penod 
of intimate association he had never given her cause, 
and in her utter dependence on him there were other 
times when recognition of his care and considerateness 
swelled so strongly that she almost wished it lay m her 
power to repay his devotion and, from captive, become 
his willing wife 

And then, shuddering, she would turn her face into 
the pillow and weep despairingly because she was his 
wife 

When she was able he had taken her from the city, 
and m the keen healing air of the desert she had soon 
giown strong and well again 

Accustomed to have Messaouda nde with them the 
men had shown no surprise the morning Isma had first 
appeared, in the Arab dress Said had insisted she must 
wear at the head of the patrol Rather had they taken 
it as a compliment to themselves, and very shortly they 
had gi own as attached to her as ever Hoyt s men had 
been 

Since then, with one brief return to the city for fresh 
mehans and supphes, she had lived and slept in the 
open, hungry and tired often but free at last of the ner- 
vous terrors she was now ashamed to remember, and m 
greater peace of mind than she had known since her 
marriage Tor keeping the same firm hold over him- 
self that he had during her illness refraining even from 
the slightest caress lest he should reawaken the fear she 
seemed to have forgotten, Said had made their close 
companionship not only tolerable but easier for her 
than she had ever imagined could be possible Yet 
with all his efforts at concealment there were moments 
when he was off his guard, when the look on his face 
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told her what his self-restraint was costing him, and 
each time she would wonder, as she had wondered so 
often, why he still spared her, if it was m the hope that 
she might sometime turn to him that he still left her 
fiee 

But he never spoke of the future, never referred in 
any way to the tie that bound them And as the weeks 
passed, with every succeeding day bringing some fresh 
proof of his thoughtfulness and care, as she learned to 
know and understand him more and more, little by 
little in the consciousness of her new-found womanhood 
it had come to her that had there been no David Ame 
she might have loved him, Arab though he was 

But she had no love left to give 

Day and night, waking and sleeping, only one thought 
lived m her heart And as she lay now staring up at 
the dear evemng sky where a single star glimmered 
faintly against the blue, it was not of the man she might 
have loved but of the man she did love she was thinking 
David, whose life she had wrecked because die had been 
a coward ! 

The pale star at which she was lookmg grew misty 
and blurred, and fop»a moment in its place through the 
tears that dimmed her sight it seemed to her that she 
could almost see the face and tall muscular figure she 
saw so often in her dreams — always booted and mud 
splashed as if he too spent his days m the saddle, and 
with always in his eyes- the same gloomy questioning 
look that had been in them when he stood on the plat- 
form of the London station waving her good-bye 

Was it only her own longing that brought those 
torturing dreams, she wondered, only her own longing 
that so often brought that strange feeling that he was 
somewhere veiy near to her ? Or was it perhaps just 
thought transference, his mind reaching out towards 
her mind, that made him seem so close ? But did he 
still think of her "> Did he still watch and wait for 
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the news she would never be able to send, still love her 
in spite of the long months of silence and the doubt that 
must have come to him ? Ought she even to wish it 
when it could mean nothing for him but a lifetime of 
sorrow and loneliness ? 

Again the scalding tears rose in her eyes and again, 
furtively, she brushed them away Only at night when 
the darkness hid them could she indulge in the relief of 
tears She mustn’t give way to them now, mustn't let 
Said see she was crying 

Fearing he might have seen already, for so little ever 
seemed to escape him, she shot a stealthy glance at him 
where he sat beside the dull embers of a small fire But 
his attention appeared to be fixed on the revolver he 
was cleaning, and with a quick sigh of relief she moved 
nearer to the mound and sat up to take stock of 
the surroundings she had been too tired to look at 
before 

Used though she was to them now she always found 
some new interest in these nightly camps And from 
Said and the three or four earnest talkers squatting near 
him her gaze wandered to the bunch of kneeling mehans 
fastidiously picking at their ratios, of gram, and from 
them to the rest of the men, some, a very few, drawn a 
little apart and engaged m the ritual of their evening 
prayer the remainder, hke the majority of the ben 
Aissa less punctilious in their religious observances, 
busy with the rifles they kept in such spotless condition 

Vet so far Isma had never seen those rifles used 
Only once during the many weeks she had ndden with 
the patrol had they come in contact with any raiders, 
and that a night skirmish a mile or so beyond the spot 
where she lay sleeping and of which she had known 
nothing until the following morning 

For the time being peace seemed to reign on the 
border 

And to-morrow, unless Said changed his mind at the 
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last moment, they were to turn their faces homewards 
again 

What would come then ? 

Her teeth bit deep mto her lip, and with a feeling of 
suffocation she tore the thick folds of the chesh from 
around her throat and shook the big turban from her 
head 

Then a heavy sigh came from her It wasn’t any 
good thinking of it It was only what she had to 
expect, the final price she must pay for her own appal- 
ling folly And, hard as it was to remember some- 
times, her folly might have brought worse suffering, a 
far more horrible fate Though Said had forced her to 
marry him at least it was love, a love as deep and 
enduring perhaps even as David’s, and not mere lust 
that had driven him, and whatever the future held for 
her, whatever her life with him was to be, she would 
have the knowledge of his love, the certainty of his pro- 
tection to help her on her difficult way She would not 
be the toy of a moment, flung aside and discarded for 
some new fancy, forced to unspeakable depths of 
humiliation and shame as she would if he had been like 
Ishak And if this -return to the city brought an aid 
to her freedom she would always have the remembrance 
of these past months when for love’s sake he had left 
her free 

Slowly her eyes turned to him again And this time 
as if he had been watching for them he looked up, 
thrust the revolver mto the breast of his gandoura, 
spoke to one of the men who was bending over a cooking 
pot on the fire and, rising, came leisurely towards the 
mound s 

" Mami sends salaams and apologies There’s a d]inn 
m the fire and dinner will be late," he announced with 
the flicker of a smile as he hitched his burnous forward 
and, slipping off his shoes, squatted down close to her 
soft-booted feet 
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The trials of Mami the cook was a standing jest m 
camp, and glad of anything that took her mind from 
herself Isma gave a little laugh 

" Another one ? ” she exclaimed “ That's because he 
forgot to say his prayers again I warned him the last 
time, and he needn’t think I didnt see I wasnt 
asleep e We shan’t get any food at all if he goes on 
neglectmg his devotions like this He’s getting slacker 
every day, and the rest of them are nearly all as bad 
There were only five to-night who remembered But 
it's the same with all your people, Said I can’t think 
how a saint like your father ever came to have such a 
godless tribe ” 

" Or such a godless son ? ” 

Her smile faded, and for a moment she looked at him 
thoughtfully 

" I wasn't being personal," she said at last, "I was only 
thinking of the men It’s not quite the same with you 
I suppose you got out of the way of it when you were in 
America Everything must have been so different and 
difficult for you there I used to wonder so much,’’ she 
went on after another little pause, " before you told me 
your— your plans, why your father ever sent you and 
Messaouda to America And even now, when I know 
the reason, I still wonder how he ever brought himself 
to let you go so far away You were all he had, and it 
must have been a big wrench fpr him ” 

Said bent forward to shield the wind from the 
cigarette he was lighting “ Not so big a wrench as it 
will be for him to die without seeing the hope of his life 
accomplished,” he muttered as he flicked the burnt 
match into the bushes And there was something in 
his voice that made Isma glance quickly at the prostrate 
figure of the messenger from the city who had led an 
exhausted mehan into the camp scarcely half an hour 
ago 

" Did Sliman being bad news 7 Is the Si<h worse 7 " 
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she asked, mentally reproaching herself that she had 
not thought to ask sooner 

Said shrugged his shoulders " Messaouda seems to 
think so,” he rephed, his tone hardening a little as it 
always did now when he spoke of his sister, “ she says he 
is weaker, and she asks me to get back as soon as poss- 
ible I’ve had a feeling for some time we were 
wanted, and it’s lucky we are as near home as we are 
We can do it in three days — without pushing you too 
hard ” But the last words came doubtfully and for a 
moment he sat silent, scowling at the ground between 
them Then, with sudden remorseful vehemence 
“ You’ve been pushed hard enough as it is,” he burst 
out “ I’ve been a brute to you all this last week ” 
Determined not to be the subject of conversation if 
she could avoid it Isma shook her head vigorously 
” Oh, no, you haven’t,” she said lightly “ And don't 
take all my poor little pride away from me don t make 
me think I've been a failure after all I thought I was 
doing wonders It was only to-day — it seemed a bit 
long But I’m all right now, and I'll be fit for any- 
thing m the morning Did Messaouda say if any word 
had come from Mr Hoyt ? " she added, hoping to turn 
the trend of his thoughts 

The gloom that had lightened somewhat settled over 
Said's face again " No,” he said slowly, “ and I’m 
getting just a little bit — worried ” 

Never before had she heard him admit as much, and 
it was his tone rather than the actual words that made 
her realise now that in spite of the unconcern he had 
shown hitherto Hoyt’s prolonged absence was as great 
an anxiety to him as it was to Messaouda 
" You don't think anything has — happened to him, 
do you ? ” she said uneasily, for with all her loathing 
of the work he was engaged in she could never have 
any other feeling than affection for the kindly Saga- 
more 
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Said took the cigarette from his lips, and blowing a 
cloud of smoke heavenwards followed the wreathing 
spirals with absent eyes for a few moments before 
answering 

" I don't know what to think," he said at length 
And suddenly, perhaps because she herself had given 
him the opening, he broke through the reserve he had 
maintained ever smce the day he first told her of the 
schemes he knew she viewed with horror 
" I can't understand what is keeping him so long over 
the other side — if he is there still, and I can’t under- 
stand why we hear so little from Ishak What he's 
domg with himself Allah only knows, though I might 
make a pretty good guess where he spends most of his 
tune Algiers isn't the place for him There axe too 
many — other attractions I was against his going 
from the first, and there are one or two others I could 
have salt instead who would have jumped at it if they 
had been asked But Ishak pressed me to let him have 
the job, and A1 thought it would be all nght, so I gave 
m I wish I hadn't now,” he muttered lower, and more 
to himself than her 
" Bo you trust Ishak, Said ? " 

All Isma's old suspicions of the man she disliked and 
mistrusted had risen afresh while he was speaking, 
and the question was out before she could stop it And 
that he had not expected it was evident for he looked 
up with a quick frown 

"Trust him — why not? Why shouldn’t I trust 
him ? " he said sharply 

For an instant she hesitated Then, with a rush, for 
the knowledge of it had weighed on her often, more 
heavily these last few months, she told him of her 
meeting with his cousin in the city the morning before 
Hoyt left them But as he listened the frown gradually 
left Said’s face and when she finished her story, that 
did not mdude any mention of her fright in the haunted 
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square, to her surprise and somewhat to her annoyance, 
for she could find no cause for amusement in it herself, 
he only laughed 

“ If that's all you’ve got against him I don't think 
there’s any need to worry,” he said with a shrug “ He's 
a perfect right to come and go as he pleases, you know 
He probably forgot something and came bade to fetch 
it Anyhow he didn t delay the caravan, he was with 
them when AI joined up ” 

Isma gave a little incredulous sniff “ If he only 
came back for something he forgot, why was he so 
anxious not to be recognised ? Why was he skulking 
about the streets m disguise ? ” 

Through the fast-gathermg gloom Said peered at her 
for a second and then looked away, the comers of his 
mouth twitching “ There are times when Ishak 
prefers not to be recognised,” he remarked dryly,” but 
that’s his affair, not mine I never mterfere m his 
private concerns unless I'm absolutely obliged ” 

" But supposing it wasn’t — a private concern that 
brought him back ? ” Isma persisted, her face flushing, 
for she knew enough of Ishak to guess what had been 
impheds “ Suppose it was something — quite different ? 
He hates Mr Hoyt, and he's hateful enough himself to 
do anything to ” 

“ Hot anything that would jeopardise our plans, for I 
suppose that's what you mean,” Said interrupted with 
quiet assurance " He may hate Al, though I didn't 
know you knew it, and there's never been any love lost 
between him and me, but I can't doubt his loyalty to 
the ben Aissa or any of our friends If he hates Al and 
me he hates the French worse, and he's up to the hilt in 
this business, as deep as in I am — and with a lot less to 
lose,” he added, with a smothered sigh and a swift 
glance that the growing darkness hid from her But 
she heard the sigh and impulsively her hands went out 
to him 
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" Give it up. Said,” she cried, " give it up, now, 
before it’s too late ” 

Quivering under her touch, his teeth clenched to keep 
back the words that were rising to his bps, very gently 
he unclasped her clinging fingers from his arm 

"That isn’t possible, my dear,” he said quietly 
" It’s gone too far I couldn t stop it now — even if I 
wanted to ” - 

Useless though she knew it was to argue with him, 
the vivid mind pictures that flashed into Isma's imagina- 
tive brain brought another sharp cry of protest from 
her " But it can’t succeed Oh, Said, you know it 
can't 1 ” 

Muttering something she could not catch he rose 
abruptly to his feet " The only thing I know with any 
certainty and that matters just now is that you are 
hungry,” he retorted with a light laugh, " and if Mar^i 
can t settle his differences with that djinn of his I sup- 
pose I shall have to do it myself— if you re to get any 
supper to-night ” And swinging on his heel he went 
back to the fire 

The hint he had given her was too direct for her to 
attempt any further remonstrance or even refer to the 
matter again and when he returned a httle later- 
followed by an apologetic Mami bearing the steaming 
cous-cous that had been her staple food for weeks, and 
by one of the other men who lit another small fire of 
brushwood to give them light to eat by— the few sen- 
tences they exchanged during the meal, for they were 
both too hungry to talk much, dealt principally with 
incidents of the day’s march and the possibility of a 
storm breaking before the morning 

With this last thought in his mind Said paid more 
than ordinary attention to the erection of the wind 
screen of saddle blankets that was her nightly shelter 
And when, a few minutes after she had swallowed hei 
last tiny glass of boiling mint tea, she announced hei 
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intention of turning in he went himself to fetch an 
additional burnous to wrap round her m case the 
weather should change suddenly 

Both fires had died down, and m her little enclosure 
Tsma could see only the stars overhead and the red 
glow of Said’s cigarette that came to her through a rent 
m the blanket that separated them For contrary to 
his usual custom he had not gone back to his men for a 
last talk over the embers and for long after their mur- 
muring voices had sunk into silence he continued to sit 
smoking cigarette after cigarette, as sleepless apparently 
as she was 

It was not often now that she lay awake for any 
length of time Fatigue and the strong air combined 
generally brought sleep very shortly after she laid her 
head on the saddle bag that served as a pillow But 
to-night sleep would not come, and hours or what 
appeared to be hours passed while she still lay wide eyed 
and wakeful, hstemng to the deep silence that was only 
broken at intervals by the scrape of a match when Said 
lit a fresh cigarette At last even that faint interrup- 
tion to the stillness ceased and she heard him he down 
and m a few moments, with a feeling of envy, the soft 
regular breathing which seemed to mdicate that he at 
least had found relief from thought 

Noiselessly, lest she should disturb him, die rolled 
over to stare once more at the blazing stars As she 
did so she fancied she heard the far-off hoot of an owl 
But though she hstened for some time the sound was 
not repeated, nor did any other night bird seem to be 
abroad 

By now the late risen moon was throwing a little 
light over the camp, but a dim obscure light that only 
served to deepen the shadows, where its rays did not 
penetrate, and almost Isma wished there was no moon 
at all rather than this murky gloom that had begun 
vaguely to oppress her 
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Grown used to sleeping in the open ordinarily she 
never gave a thought to the possible dangers that might 
be lurking near them in the dark hours but to-night lor 
the first time she found her mind dwelling on things she 
had never troubled to think of before, and as time went 
on and sleep seemed as far off as ever little by little she 
became conscious of a f eeling of uneasiness, a sensation 
of indefinite dread that again and again made her hold 
her breath and strain her ears till they ached, listening 
for something that never came Angry with herself for 
what she thought was just nerves she tried not to listen, 
tried not to think Yet try as she would the feeling 
persisted, growing momentarily stronger until at length 
it was almost more than she could do not to wake the 
sleeping man beside her Once she was very near to it 
But her pnde revolted at confessing fears she knew he 
would only laugh at So moving closer to the blanket, 
Slipping one hand under its frayed edge so that she 
could rouse him if need be, die pulled the big hood of 
her burnous further over her head and made another 
determined effort to sleep 

Whether she really slept or if it was just drowsiness 
die had surrendered to unknowingly that left the blank 
m her toind she never knew but it seemed only the next 
minute when a shrill cry, which rang out almost a* her 
ear, and then other deeper exclamations together with a 
confused sound of struggling near her made her leap up 
with thumping heart and quick hands tearing at the 
blanket screen 

Already the camp was in an uproar, shouting men 
running from all directions, hut Isma had eyes and ears 
for nothing but what was happening actually at her 
\ery feet Where Said had lam alone, now m the 
imperfect light there appeared to be three figures lying 
twined m an inextricable heap, figures that heaved and 
strained as they grappled fiercely with each other on 
the ground That one of them, and at the moment he 
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was undermost, was her husband she knew by his dark 
burnous But as she sprang forward strong arms 
caught and held her, a torch flared at the same instant 
and by the light of it she saw Said twist himself free of 
the other writhing bodies, caught the gleam of steel m 
his upraised hand, the flash of the knife blade as it 
descended, heard another shrill choking cry that was 
followed by a grunt of satisfaction from the stolid 
tribesman who was holding her, and shrank back with 
her hands over her eyes, fighting against sudden nausea 
When she forced herself to look agam her gaze fell 
first on a still shape covered with a burnous that lay at 
a little distance And turning from it with a shudder 
she went to where Said in the midst of an interested 
murmuring group was bending over another sugges- 
tively still figure whose contorted features, as she drew 
nearer, she recognised as those of one of their own men 
who had oeen on guard that night 
At her touch Said looked up quickly to nod reas- 
surance to her murmured inquiry “ I'm all right/' he 
said with a short laugh, “ it was Yusef who got what 
was coming to me No, he isn t dead/' he went on m 
answer to a second whispered question, " only nearly 
throttled He’ll be round in a minute or two ' 

Isma's glance strayed to the still form no one seemed 
to be heeding and then returned to the unconscious 
Yusef 

" But what was it ? How did he come ? " 

Said shrugged his shoulders “ I don’t quite know 
myself yet/' he replied, “ we'll have to wait until Yusef 
can tell us All I know is I was awake and heard some- 
thing moving at the back of the bush I thought it 
was one of Hie men and rolled over to see what was 
panted He jumped at me before I could clear my 
feet, but I managed to get his knife just as Yusef landed 
on top of us After that— well, it was rather like a 
football scrum,” he added), with another little laugh 
9 
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Then, jerking his head towards the mound " You’d 
better go and he down again I'll come and tell you 
later what Yusef has to say ” 

She was glad enough to go, for she knew there was 
nothing she could do and her knees were shaking with 
reaction And huddled under her coverings once more 
she lay with her back turned to the dead man, wishing 
fervently he could be put out of sight, and even more 
fervently that it had not been Said who had killed him 
in that horrible way And he had thought nothing of 
it, had laughed while he told her, with the blood he had 
shed still wet on his fingers 1 That was the Arab m 
him the callous disregard for life and suffering that was 
part of his natural heritage, the inborn instinct no 
Western education could stifle 
For a moment something of the old fear rushed hack 
into her heart to send her cowering closer to the ground, 
shivering at the thought that those crimson-stained 
hands were her husband's Then in quick revulsion of 
feekng she reminded herself that he had acted only m 
self-defence It had been his life or his assailant’s and 
what he had done he had had to do But if only she 
had not seen ban do it I 

Clear m every detail she saw again the scene she 
knew she would never forget as long as she lived — the 
writhing body pinned under his knee, his upraised arm, 
the swift fall of the knife as he drove it home, and 
another shiidder shook her 
Yet when he came she forgot all the shrinking horror 
that had filled her only a few minutes before, and it was 
nothing but deep and real relief that it was not he who 
lay out there stiff and cold under the stars she felt as he 
dropped down beside her 

Eagerly she turned to himu ” Was Y usef able to teU 
you anything ? ” 

But her question went unanswered Without seem- 
ing to hear it, with a sharp intake of the breath that 
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was almost a groan, he groped for her hands and for the 
first time since her illness crushed them to his lips, 
covering them with passionate lasses 
" if he had come the other side — your side,” he 
whispered unsteadily, and she could feel him shaking 
from head to foot with the emotion which, kept hidden 
from his men, had nsen beyond control now they were 
alone " If he had got you— God, I’ve been thinking of 
it ever since 1 ” ' 

It was a possibility that had not occurred to her and 
for a moment the thought of it kept her silent Then 
she laughed, a rather tremulous little laugh 

" Well he didn t— and if he had, I expect you— you’d 
have got there first,” she said with confidence that 
brought his bps to her hands m another long burning 
kiss 

But he made no comment, and when he spoke again 
his voice had recovered its usual calmness ‘ Yusef 
hadn’t much to say He was lying in the shadow of a 
dnnn bush, waiting for his relief — and thinking more of 
that than of his duty. I’ll swear, though he swears he 
wasn’t — when he saw something crawling between him 
and the camp At first from the shape he thought it 
was a hyaena, and it set him wondering for there aren’t 
any hyaenas just about here Then he saw it was a 
man with a knife in his teeth, and started to crawl after 
him He was afraid to shoot, didn’t know how many 
others there might be and thought a shot might spoil 
our chances of getting them if there were any more 
His gtin hampered him and as he was losmg ground he 
left it in tiie end He told me he aimed to get up with 
the fellow before he reached the mound and then deal 
with him quietly so you needn t know anything about 
But he hadn’t a knife to throw and he couldn’t 
lessen the distance between them — -he was some yards 
behind— -so in desperation he yelled to warn us He’s 
sitting over there now curbing Marru for borrowing his 
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knife without telling him — he thought he’d lost it when 
he found it was gone — but he can only croak yet, 
and Mami and the others are cursing him consider- 
ably louder for bungling the ]ob and letting you be 
disturbed ” 

Isma gave another httle shaky laugh “ They’re 
dears,” she said chokily, “ but who was he. Said ? A 
Moroccan ? ” 

" No," Said answered slowly, *' and it's the only part 
of it that puzzles me They know I’m on the border and 
all along I’ve been expecting something of this kind, 
but the man who came to-night was a Tunisian And 
what brings a Tunisian here, and what he could have 
against me, beats me altogether He’d have told me 
before he died if I hadn’t had to kill him so quickly ” 
But the last was only a thought, checked before it 
reached utterance, and the cruel look that flamed in his 
eyes was gone when he turned to her again 

“ I want a word with the guards before I settle in 
You’re not nervous ? You don’t mind being left for a 
httle, do you ? ” 

*' But it isn’t safe — Sati, 1 1 isn't safe > ” 

Already on his feet the sharp cry brought him back to 
her in a quick stride 

” You’re perfectly safe,” he said gently, ** the men 
are all close to you There isn’t the least ” 

Almost petulantly Isma shook his hand from her 
shoulder ” I didn't mean that,” she broke in indig- 
nantly " I wasn t thinking of myself ” 

His heart gave a sudden wild leap and for an instant 
he hung irresolute, staring down at the dim outline of 
her lying at his feet Then, sneering at himself for 
a misunderstanding fool, with a quiet “ It will be 
dawn m a few hours Try and get some sleep," he 
dragged his eyes from her and skpped soundlessly^ 
away 

But not until he returned^ nearly an hour later, not 
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until she heard again the regular even breathing that 
had deceived her once already to-night did she settle 
down to follow his example 

Yet the morning light revealed no signs of weariness 
on her small sunburnt face and she felt nothing of the 
fatigue of the previous evening when, her slight break- 
fast eaten, she went in search of the luckless Yusef— 
who was s till m disgrace with his mates — and from him, 
after a few smiling words of cheer, to superintend the 
feeding of her mehan 

Unusually sweet-tempered the big riding camel let 
her handle him freely, and she was coaxing him with 
dates out of her own pocket when Said joined her She 
heard his step but for a moment did not look round and, 
free for that moment to gaze as he would, hungrily 
his eyes ranged over the slender graceful figure that 
so closely resembled his own The clothes she was 
wearing were his and, except for his few extra inches 
and the greater breadth of his shoulders, seen standing 
or riding together there was little, at a casual glance, to 
distinguish the one from the other In the darkness of 
night even the men had sometimes mistaken them, and 
it was of the mistake that might have been made last 
night that he was thinking as he stood watching her 
now And angry with himself that he had ever listened 
to her entreaties to accompany him to this dangerous 
locality, angry with the guard whose negligence had 
exposed her to such risk, there was no answering smile 
on his face when she turned with a laugh and out- 
stretched empty hands 

" Have you any dates, Sard ? He's eaten all mine ” 

It was their first meeting since the happenings of the 
night, for he had risen before she woke, and bitter 
remembrance of the hope with which for one brief 
foment he had deluded himself, the seeming indiffer- 
ence she displayed now to everything but the great 
beast she was fondling, brought a rush of sudden 



222 THE CAPTIVE OF SAHARA 

unreasoning irritation that stirred his smouldering 
wrath to a blaze 

“ Not for that greedy brute," he returned shortly, 
*' he’s had enough already, and more attention from 
vou than is good for him You’re demoralising him, as 
completely and thoroughly as you are demoralising the 
men It's true — you needn't look at me like that," he 
went on as he caught her startled glance, " your word's 
getting to have more weight than mine with this patrol 
This morning, for instance What’s the use of me 
having Yusef up for neglecting his duty — he ought to 
have seen the fellow long before he did — if you go and 
sympathise with him the next minute ? Smce you 
spoke to him he seems to think he's done something 
clever — instead of bemg the damned fool he is He 
won't feel so clever when I've finished with him,” he 
added with a snarl that took all the remaining colour 
from her face 

For a moment she stared at him, her bp quivering 
Then with a little gasp “ But you’re not in earnest, 
she faltered, " you don’t mean what you said — about 
the men ? You can’t mean it, for it isn’t true You 
know it isn’t true Yoti know I’ve never done any- 
thing to — to question your authority And Yusef— 
you don't mean that either, do you ? Y ou’re not really 
going to — punish him ? ” Her voice sank to a shaky 
whisper, for she had learned something in these past 
months of Arab punishments, but with an effort she 
controlled it “ Said, please — say you didn’t mean it " 

The bitterness he had given way to still rankling he 
had listened with averted head, his scowling glance 
roving over the quiet camp, anywhere but in her direc- 
tion But now as he turned slowly, as he saw the 
mingled horror and reproach in her troubled look, alj. 
his angry irritation, all the strange incomprehensible 
desire that had come to him to hurt her, and which had 
hurt him far more, fell from him and in swift self-hatred 



223 


THE CAPTIVE OF SAHARA 

and remorse he caught her hands up to his lips and 
kissed them — not with the passion of the previous night 
but humbly and reverently as one of his men might 
have done 

" No I didn’t mean a word of it ” he muttered, 
" and for God s sake don’t think of it again ’ 

“ And Yusef ? ” There was no fear in her eyes now, 
only pleading that was more than he could resist Yet 
the clemency she asked was against his principles, and 
his answer was slow in coining 
“ It's a bad precedent,’ he said at last reluctantly, 
" but if it will make you any happier," — he looked 
away, his bps tightening — " if it will make you happier 
I suppose I’ll have to let him off,” he added with a shrug 
and a rather forced little laugh And swinging 
abruptly away from her he shouted an order that sent 
the forty men of the troop scrambling to their feet 
hurriedly buckling on cartridge belts and gathering up 
camp gear and camel saddles 
In ten minutes they were on their way 
There was no trace this morning of the storm clouds 
that had hung so menacingly in the north the evening 
before And with the gloom-gone from her husband's 
face, with the feeling of constraint that had kept them 
both silent for the first hour forgotten, Isma found her 
own spirits rising in proportion as the sun lifted 
gradually to soften the outline of the stark hills and 
bring warmth that was unusual for the time of year 
For once, as she had tried so often and had as often 
failed to do she was living for the moment, surrendering 
without other thought to the strange charm of the wild 
stem country through which they were passing and 
responding eagerly to Said s almost nnmterrupted flow 
of conversation 

Never since their marriage had she found it so easy to 
respond, so easy to meet his glance For the common 
peril of the night, the emotion he had shown when he 
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came to her that had made her realise even more fully 
what she was to him, seemed to have brought them 
nearer to each other than ever before And as if he 
were trymg to efface the memory of his temper in the 
morning never had Said been more self-restrained and 
considerate, more careful not to offend 
In one way m particular was his thought for her made 
specially evident, though it was some time before she 
discovered that she was the cause of a circumstance that 
had puzzled her ever since their early start The pre- 
vious night, speaking of Messaouda’s letter, he had 
warned her that his father's condition necessitated as 
speedy a return as possible to the city, and with the 
knowledge she had of him now she knew from his very 
silence on the subject that he was more anxious than he 
cared to show, yet in spite of the fact that the ground 
was easier than some they had traversed lately the pace 
at which they were riding to-day was slower than it had 
been for many days At first she put it down to extra 
caution following the episode of the night, and not 
given to questioning his actions or asking for explana- 
tions, she refrained from any comment But as the 
morning wore on without incident or the sight of any 
hvmg soul she grew more and more puzzled It was 
only atmxdday, when he drew rein in a small rock-hung 
ravine and dismounted with a bnef announcement to 
the men that there would be a couple of hours halt, 
that she learned the real reason of their slow progress 
and the unexpected rest that was so acceptable 
Yet not until their light lunch was finished, andhe still 
vouchsafed no explanation, did curiosity overcome her 
usual scruple sufficiently for her to voice what had 
already nsen once or twice to her bps and as often been 
suppressed. Wriggling into a more comfortable posi- 
tion against the big boulder that screened them froaf 
the men she turned to look at him where he lay close 
beside her stretched at full length with his hands 
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clasped under his head and the inevitable cigarette 
between his teeth, and, after a moment’s hesitation, 
broke a silence that had lasted for several minutes 
“ You said yesterday we d have to push on quickly, 
because of your father,” she began rather diffidently, 
‘ but we simply crawled this morning And now 
— if you’re m a hurry, why this perfectly heavenly 
rest ? ” 

Said tossed the stub of his cigarette at a scurrying 
lizard 

‘ If it's perfectly heavenly,” he drawled, mimicking 
her tone, “ why quarrel with it ? ” 

" I'm not quarrelling with it,” Isma protested hur- 
riedly “ I’m loving it But if your father is really 
worse ” 

"Ivea wife to consider as well as a father ” 

The quietly uttered reminder brought the colour 
flaming into her cheeks, her face closer to her updrawn 
knees " Yes — but — but I’m all right,' she jerked out 
" You needn't go slow on my account ” 

With a little grunt of dissent he sat up, feeling in the 
breast of his gandoum for another cigarette 

Needn't I ? ” he said slowly, “ I’m not so sure I 
don’t want all the good you’ve got from these last 
weeks undone You’re weil now, and I’m going to keep 
you well — Inshallak ” 

" But the Sidi > ” 

Almost violently he broke into her murmured 
remonstrance 

‘ Do you think he matters most ? Haven’t you 
learned yet that you're more to me than anyone eke in 
the wide world ? You're not fit to nde as I've made 

you nde lately And after last night The Sidi 

will have to wait Not even he comes before you 
%nd he won't misunderstand — when he knows what’s 
kept us He would have done the same himself ” He 
paused, glancing at her from under his long dark lashes 
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Then, with an odd little laugh " There isn’t much 
resemblance between us, but m one thing at least we 
have been alike, my father and I He too loved only 
one woman, had only one wife, and when she died he 
put no other in her place And so it was with his 
father before him and so it has been all down the line, 
as far as I can gather One wife — and faithful to that 
one For Arabs ” — he laughed again softly — " we’ve 
been a singularly temperate race, and m consequence 
time and agam the succession has hung on a single life — 
as it does now,” he added, with another quick sidelong 
glance But the loosened folds of her white linen chesh 
hid her face from him, and after a moment s silence he 
bent forward and picked up a stone from the ground 
“ I’m dead with sleep,” he said abruptly, ” if you re not 
going to sleep yourself, wake me when the sun gets past 
that rock,” and flinging the stone at another boulder 
lying at a little distance he stretched out again 
and rolling over on to his face buried his head in his 
arms 

But the sleepiness he professed was only a pretext 
And more than once, still sitting with her chm sunk on 
her knees, Isma heard him move restlessly, more than 
once heard the whisper of a long-drawn sigh — and knew 
beyond any shadow of question of what he was thinking 

A smgle life- — and in the background Ishak, waiting 
and hoping, with envious eyes fixed avidly on the 
inheritance he coveted, that would be his — unless 

Her head sank lower, sank until nothing of her face 
could be seen, while unnoticed the sun crept nearer to 
the rock he had indicated. 

Yet if that had been his thought there was no sign of 
trouble in his face when, twenty minutes later, he 
roused her with a laughing " Nice watch you ve kept 
Why didn’t you tell me you were sleepy ? ” r 

“ I wasn’t — I haven’t been asleep,*' she stammered 
without looking at him, an f d not seeing the hand he 
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held out to help her she jumped to her feet But in her 
haste she tripped, and stumbling forward fell headlong 
into his arms 

For a moment he held her closely, his strong nervous 
body shaking as it had shaken the night before Then 
unable to trust himself any longer he put her from him, 
forcing a smile as he drew back a step 
" That’s the second time There s bound to be a 
third ” 

Tears w$re nearer at that moment than mirth, but 
the reference to her first precipitate tumble into his 
embrace made her laugh in spite of herself " But that 
wasn’t my fault,” she objected, " it was that beast 
Horace You don’t know what a fool I felt I was 
co\ ered with shame and confusion " 

His dark brows shot up m affected surprise ” Were 
you ? ” he said dryly " My recollection is you laughed, 
and rather unkindly considering you’d just knocked all 
the wind out of me ” 

" Meaning I weigh a ton ? ” she pouted 
*' Meaning anything you like — so long as it's my arms 
you fall into,” he replied, and with another little laugh 
he motioned towards the waiting men 
More than once as she rode beside him during the 
early part of the afternoon Isma wondered what they 
would find when they got to the city, what difference, if 
any, the old Sheik’s death would make to the plans that 
had been his life's work, and to those who would be left 
to carry out what to her was an appalling trust But 
she kept her wonder to herself for the matter concerned 
her too nearly, also she had no wish to remind Said of 
the anxiety he seemed temporarily to have forgotten 
And not only anxiety for his father Since the march 
had been resumed he had apparently thrown all care to 
the winds and, jesting with the men, laughing and 
talking with her, years seemed to drop from him, the 
grave lines of his face to .become almost boyish 
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She had seen that youthful look sometimes before 
their marriage, but never since and never so marked as 
it was this afternoon And as if it was a reflection of 
his thoughts he fell at last to talking of his boyhood, 
of the carefree days before he was sent to America to 
learn what was to fit him for the part he was destined 
to play in the affairs of his country 

From Enghsh, which they usually spoke together, 
unconsciously he had dropped into Arabic and the 
childish escapade he was relating was drawing ap- 
preciative chuckles from Mami, one of the few 
elderly men in the troop, who was riding dose beside 
them 

“ There’s no doubt about it ” he concluded with a 
gnn, reverting once more to English, ” I must have been 
a charming child Ask Mami I put a knife into him 
when I was five ” But as Isma turned to him again, 
after mspectmg the faint scar on the lean sinewy arm 
Mami had bared with an even broader grin, his smile 
faded and he sighed 

" I was a happy little devil in those days And now 
— Allah, how long ago it seems 1 ” 

She knew he was scarcely thirty, and a little smile 
came as die looked from his smooth handsome face to 
his slender muscular body swinging so easily to the 
stride of the tall mehan 

" It wasn't so very long ago You needn’t talk as if 
you Were a hundred,” she laughed, and to check the 
cloud she saw gathering m his eyes she lured him on to 
further reminiscences 

The 'brilliant promise of the morning had held during 
the afternoon, and the slanting rays of the sun still fell 
with almost the warmth of summer on them backs as 
they rode side by side an hour later It was a bare 
expanse of country they were passing over, a level r 
gravelly plateau without even a bush to break the uni- 
form monotony And secure m the clear view that 
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stretched for miles on either side, gradually from the 
head of the troop they had fallen back until they 
were some three or four hundred yards behmd the 
others 

His store of reminiscences exhausted Said had fallen 
silent again And tired with the unusual heat and 
from the loss of sleep the night before Isma had begun 
to droop, leaning more and more heavily against the 
high cross peak of her saddle 
Watchmg her anxiously, glancmg forward from 
time to time, Said at last drew his mehan nearer to 
hers 

" It won’t be long now,” he said encouragingly, 
" we’ll soon be off this plateau That’s the Bab-el- 
Hetub ahead of us, and there s a valley where we can 
camp about three miles further on ” 

" The Gate of the Wood,” Isma repeated wonder- 
mgly, sitting up straighter to peer at the broken 
mass of rock that seemed to have suddenly sprung 
up from the ground and which the men had 
nearly reached " Why is it called that ? I don't see 
any trees ” 

“ There may have been some, hundreds of years ago,” 
he replied, “ but not within the memory of man It’s 
just a name that has clung No, don’t hurry him,” he 
added, as she raised her whip ” We’ll let the men 
go past the rock first It's full of pit holes and 
hiding places, and I can't have you running any 
more risks ” 

“ But it’s so near home Surely you don’t think ” 

" I don’t,” he said quickly, " but it's best to be on the 
safe side ” And with a peremptory injunction to keep 
close behmd him he rode on in front of her 
She realised the significance of his action, knew he 
was deliberately screening her with his own body should 
the need for it arise, but in spite of the experience of the 
previous night she was in no mind to take his precaution 
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seriously And when a few minutes later, he called to 
her that the men were clear of the rock, she turned 
a laughing face when she ranged alongside of him 
again 

‘ I told you it was too near home,” she scoffed 
" You're getting fussy, Said ” 

But he only smiled and with another little light laugh 
she gave her attention to the curiously weathered 
pile they were approaching Turreted like some old 
ruined castle it seemed the work of men's hands rather 
than nature’s, and when they drew abreast of it she 
checked her mehan to examine it closer 

For a moment, his eyes on the men ahead, Said did 
not miss her Then aware suddenly that she was not 
following he looked back, shouting to her to come 
on 

Waving her whip in response she touched her mehan 
lightly on the flank But as the great beast leaped 
forward, simultaneously from the rocks above there 
came a crackle of rifle shots and without a sound he 
dropped like a stone 

Flung dean over his head Isma landed on the hard 
ground with force that left her momentarily dazed, and 
with an odd feeling of detachment, with no sense of 
personal peril she lay where she had fallen listening 
uncomprehendmgly to the vicious spat of the bullets 
that were pattering around her like hail It was the 
thud of another mehan dropping to his knees between 
her and her own dead mount, the sound of Said s voice 
and the fierce clasp of his arms that roused her a 
moment or two later to some understanding of what 
was happening 

But before she could collect herself sufficiently to 
speak, before she could even turn her face to his, he 
had tossed her into his saddle and leapt up behind her 
Yet dazed though she still was it seemed to her that 
he had faltered for an instant when he leaped. And 
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as the well-trained mehan bounded to his feet again she 
thought she felt Said lurch against her shoulder With 
a sharp cry she tried to twist round 
But his hands held her firmly, and his voice came 
low and imperative “ Ride, for God’s sake — and keep 
your head down ” 

Cold fear was knocking at her heart, but there 
was nothing to do but obey and stooping lower she 
snatched at the guide rein lying loose on the mehan’s 
neck 

Strung out one behind the other m two long hnes 
the men were returning silent and gnm-faced, riding 
as she had never seen them ride In a few moments 
they were up with them and had passed, twenty to 
continue in the direction of the rock, and twenty to 
wheel and close round the racing mehan with its 
double burden Still the pace did not slacken And 
swaying in the saddle, her breath coming m short hard 
gasps, with a sob of relief Isma saw two shaggy camel 
heads draw level with the big mehan s and, close to 
her, one on either hand, the faces of Mami and Yusef 
From them both as they ranged alongside came a 
muffled exclamation, and then silence that turned the 
fear in her heart to dreadful certainty 
Everything else seemed to fade mto insignificance, 
and to what was happening behind them at the rock 
she gave no further thought Firing there may have 
been, but as they raced on she could hear nothing but 
the swift pad of the camels’ feet, see nothing but the 
skm brown hands gripping the saddle peak in front 
of her — and dreading to question him, dreading to 
look round, tried to take comfort just in the fact that 
those hands were still there 
Three miles, he had said But to her it seemed like 
thirty before they reached the little sheltered valley 
where at last the troop drew rein 
Since that one imperative order he had not spoken. 
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but he was conscious and until he saw Isma dismounted 
he would let nothing be done for himself 
Both wounds were low down m the body, and blood 
was pouring from him when he was lifted from the 
crupper of the kneeling mehan With the means and 
skill they had the men did what they could, but from 
the first Isma saw by their grave looks that they knew 
it was hopeless The wounded man knew it too, and 
very soon he told them to stop torturing him and leave 
him with his wife 

Until then, half sitting half crouching on the ground, 
supporting him against her knees, she had forced her- 
self to remain silent But now, alone with him, she 
weakened, and the feeling that she was in a sense 
largely to blame for what had occurred grew too 
strong to be suppressed any longer 
" It's my fault, my fault,” she burst out miserably 
" If I hadn’t been here this wouldn’t have happened 
If you hadn’t stopped for me you'd have got clear 
And now, now — oh. Said, Said, why didn’t you leave 
me ? ” 

Freed of its linen-swathed turban his head was lying 
in the curve of her arm, and as she spoke he moved it 
in faint protest 

“ Leave you ? ” he murmured with tender reproach, 
” how could I have left you ? And you forget By my 
faith all things are ordained, and this was written from 
the beginning It was my moment They would 
have got me even if you had not been here Marsallah 
It is the will of God — His answer to my prayers,” he 
added, his bps twisting in a painful little smile And 
for a time he lay staring broodmgly into space Then 
all at once he shivered, and she felt the hand that 
was clasped in hers tighten convulsively 
" It wa is a wonderful dream I dreamt,” he said slowly, 
H the dream of a nation that would be horn again, of a 
kingdom— with you to share it, and be its pnde But 



THE CAPTIVE OF SAHARA 233 

you were right when you said it was madness I can 
see that now — when it is too late And unless Mes- 
saouda stops it — if she will stop it, for it was her dream 
even more than mme — instead of freedom I shall have 
brought destruction and slavery to my people And 
while they live and their children live while my 
memory remains, my name will be accursed amongst 
them ” v 

“ Butlt was for them, for them more than for yourself 
you did it,” she cried, m almost angry expostulation as 
she saw the sweat of anguish she knew was mental as 
well as physical gather on his forehead and roll in big 
drops down his face 

But he scarcely seemed to hear her And when he 
spoke again it was m a dreamy tone that had in it a 
note of strange wonder " All my life I lived for them 
and thought only of them — and then you came, to 
change all the world for me And now, as I he here, 
they (seem to be very far away and it is you I am 
thinking of roost— Isma” Again his voice trailed 
into silence, and again she saw the big drops of 
moisture gather on his forehead, saw his teeth 
clench to keep back the groan he would not permit 
himself 

But the words that were on her hps never reached 
utterance, for at that moment the guard who had 
been left on the high ground came slithering in reckless 
haste down the hillside into the tiny valley with at his 
heels a bunch of strange camels led by the fifteen 
survivors of the twenty men who had gone on to the 
rock 

The lump in Isma's throat swelled as die counted 
them, for she had grown fond of these wild primitive 
tribesmen who had become so attached to her, and 
“amongst the five who were missing there were two in 
particular who, always in attendance on Said, she had. 
known even better than, the rest And now beyond 
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the dark river they had already crossed their spirits 
were waiting for the master they had served faithfully 
in life 

With an effort she forced back the flood of emotion 
that was rising almost beyond control forced back the 
tears that were threatening to bnm over, while she 
watched the men dismount 
At length from the group that had gathered 
round them one pushed his way out and came slowly 
forward 

Apprehensively her glance returned to the still face 
lying on her arm His eyes were closed, but as she 
bent over him they opened looking up questionmgly 
“ It’s the men — our men, Said,” she said softly, 
'* they’ve some camels with them, and Abdulla is 
coming to report ” 

The lines of pam round his mouth had deepened, but 
he managed to smile at her And the smile was still 
on his lips when the headman came to drop on his 
knees with a strangled sob and kiss his blood-stained 
robes For a moment he knelt unable to speak Then 
he raised his head, his fierce face wet and quivenng 
“ They thought to trap thee, lord,” he muttered, 
“ for that they let us pass And that we might get 
further they waited for the folia, knowing that thou 
wouldn’t return So much I had from one before he 
died— and would to Allah the accursed dog had died 
slower,” he added savagely 
From his follower Said’s look wandered to the bunch 
of strange camels 

" How many— did they number ? ” he asked in a 
gasping whisper 
" Thirty and three, lord ” 

" Thou didst get them — all 5 ” 

" All, lord Thinkest thou we would have come back® 
had there been even one left to tell the tale ? ” 

'* And who — did not come-back ? ” 
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With a catch in his voice, for his own son was 
amongst them, Abdulla gave the names and then, at 
a sign from Isma, got to his feet, and covenng his 
face with his burnous went heavily away to join his 
fellows 

After that for nearly half an hour Said lay without 
speaking, fighting against the deadly faintness that 
was steadily creeping over him, struggling to keep 
what little hfe was in him a little longer And gradu- 
ally, through sheer will power, strength returned to 
him to say what he was determined to say before 
consciousness went for ever 

" I couldn’t give you up before,” he whispered, and 
the words came slow and difficultly " Though I knew 
you would never love me I wasn’t strong enough to 
let you go And now — I ought not even to dream of 
your forgiveness, or ask that you should ever think of 
me with anything but hatred and loathing But I can t 
— leave you — without asking Isma — even if you 
can't say it now, will you try, sometime in the days to 
come when you are back where you belong, when you 
are happy again as I pray God you may be, will you 
try, if only for what I did not do, to forgive me for 
what I did ? Will you try to forget the uncivilised 
Arab who thought only of his own longing, and 
remember me just as a man who loved you with 
all his soul and strength — who loved you so well 
that in the end he was glad to die that you might 
be free ? Can you give me so much hope to take with 
me, beloved ? ” 

The pleading in his voice, more desperate even 
than the pleading she had heard in it the night of 
their marriage, was more than she could bear Carried 
beyond all remembrance of her own unhappiness, of 
“even the man she loved, for the moment everything 
went from her but just the thought of his suffering, 
and choking with overwhelming pity and regret 
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she caught the dark shapely head closer against her 
breast 

" You can’t die, you mustn’t die,” she sobbed wildly 
" Only live, and I’ll be what you want, give you all you 
want— everything you ask me ” 

But better than she he understood the impulse that 
prompted her, and a half sad, half bitter smile flickered 
over his bps as he thought of the many nights when 
lying beside her as near as he dared allow himself, 
passion-racked and tom with jealousy that had been 
almost beyond endurance, he had heard her, while 
she slept, crymg in her dreams a name that was not 
his 

‘ You think so now,” he said gently ” but if I lived, 
if I took you at your word, could you give me the 
thing I long for most ? Because you have promised, 
you would keep your promise That I know, and for 
even that I am grateful But do you think the mere 
possession of you would satisfy me when it is your love 
I want above everything ? When — if I ever asked it — 
you made your sacrifice, when you gave yourself to 
me, it would be only the husk of you I would hold m 
my arms, while your heart, beating against mine but 

not for love of me ” A long quivering sigh came 

from him Then, very low but with passionate dis- 
tinctness " It is better as it is Better for you, and 
better perhaps for me, for my love is a love too jealous 
to be shared, and if I lived I could not endure that 
even your thoughts should turn to another ” 

In torment with the physical pain he still tried to 
hide from her, exhausted with the strain he had just 
put upon himself, the sweat was pouring down his face 
again And, conscious that very short time remained 
to him, before she could speak — if she could have 
spoken — he told her to call the men nearer 

But his strength was going fast and it was little 
he could say when they came-yan order concerning her 
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safety should other raiders come before the relief 
patrol that had been sent for, and then a word of 
farewell to each man, summoned individually and by 
name, that brought broken expressions of grief and 
emotion they did not even attempt to conceal To 
all of them he was more than just their leader, and 
there was not one who would not rather have 
lam there m his stead, have given his own life gladly 
to save the beloved life that was ebbing away so 
swiftly 

Vaguely Isma was aware of it, as she was aware of 
their presence But they were only shadows to her 
now , and of their feelings towards herself, whether m 
their hearts, as she did, they held her responsible for 
his death, and what their attitude would be when he 
was gone, she never once thought Heart sick and 
spent with her own emotion, what might happen to 
her seemed of no moment at all and she could think of 
nothing but the inert figure lying once more silent m 
her arms Was he unconscious or only asleep, and 
would he pass quietly hke that ? she wondered, and 
lookmg fearfully at his drawn grey face, at his blood- 
drenched clothing — blood that had spread to stain her 
own hands crimson — earnestly she prayed that it 
might be so 

Only two hours ago — so full of life and strength 

And now A sob she could not check broke from 

her and aroused by the sound of it he stirred, murmur- 
ing her name But her whispered answer soothed 
him and again he seemed to sleep 

Drawn nearer to him the men had ceased to talk 
amongst themselves And a greater hush too had 
fallen over the quiet little valley — a hush which to 
Isma was pregnant with meaning In the brooding 
“silence it seemed to her that all nature, hke the 
watchers beside him, was hanging breathless with 
suspense, listening, waiting The faint breeze that 
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earlier had chilled the air was gone Too tired yet to 
eat the mehans lay clustered where they had dropped 
Even the birds that a few moments before had been 
singing were still, cowering mutely amongst the dnnn 
bushes as though they also knew that from far higher 
than their tmy wings could soar Azrael, the angel of 
death, was swooping earthwards on his dread errand 
Azrael, of whom he had spoken so often when he told 
her the legends of his people, whose coming he had never 
seemed to fear But had he ever thought that the 
winged messenger would come for him so soon, before 
even he had reached his prime and with all his hopes 
and dreams still unfulfilled ? 

Another sob rose in her throat and she choked it 
back, afraid it might rouse him again to the pain she 
piayed he was mercifully unconscious of now If she 
gave way before the end to the feelings that were suffo- 
cating her, what use would she be to him then if he 
needed her? To keep calm was the only thing she 
could do, the only help she could give him 

Over and over she kept repeating it And while 
the hush deepened, bringing a sense of solemnity and 
awe that made this passing far more dreadful to her 
than her father’s death had been, while the sun sank 
lower and lower and the group of sombre-faced men 
still stood silent and motionless, their gaze fixed on their 
dying chief, she sat ngid, not daring to move, scarcely 
daring to breathe, until her arms grew numb and her 
tired body ached with the strain of her cramped posi- 
tion 

How long that period of waiting lasted she never 
knew, for each minute that dragged by was hke an 
eternity 

Then suddenly, as the sun dipped down below the 
hillside, a great shudder went through him, and his eyes, 
agonised and filled with terrible yearning, looked up 
into hers. 
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" Kiss me just once — willingly,” he gasped And as 
she stooped lower, tears streaming down her cheeks 
" Allah s peace go with thee always, oh, my desire,” he 
whispered in Arabic, and died with her lips on his 



CHAPTER X 


I T was a ternble home-coming, to a city of mourning 
that rang with cries and lamentations , to a grief- 
stncken Messaouda who hugged her sorrow so 
jealously to herself that for weeks, after one passionate 
outburst during the first moments they were alone 
together, she would not speak of the dead man to the 
girl whom she openly accused of his death “ It was 
you,” she had cried fiercely, her marvellous eyes heavy 
with glistening tears, “ you, and the unhappiness you 
brought him, that killed him He never spoke of 
it, he tried to hide it — even from me But do you 
think I don’t know ? Do you think I didn’t see how 
he suffered ? With all his soul he loved you, loved you 
so well that he made you his wife, gave you the highest 
place amongst us that he could give when it was m 
his power to have kept you only as a plaything, and 
what did you give him m return ? — hatred that broke 
his heart, that drove him in despair to nde the border, 
when there was no need, when he had no right to nsk 
his life that was so necessary, so precious to everyone 
but you And when you made him take you with 
him, to rob him of even the little peace he found there, 
was it for his sake you went — or in the hope of seeing 
him killed ? Oh, you needn't deny it,” she had flamed 
with an imperious gesture as Isma tried to speak, " I 
know — and do you think I will ever forget it, ever 
forgive you the sorrow you caused him, or forgive you 
for coming between us ? Before he saw you I was every- 
thing to him Then you came— and turned him against 
me And as if that was not enough, to make my 
misery complete Allah willed that you, who rejoiced* 
in his death, and not I, who would have given my hfe for 
Jus, should be with him when he died Do you think 
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I can ever forget or forgive that either ? As long as 
I live I will never forgive you, and if I could make you 
suffer, if I could kill you for the suffering you brought 
him, I would But I can’t — I can’t Because he 
loved you, because his wishes are more to me still 
than my own though his blood is on your hands I 
cannot touch you And the people ” — halting on the 
hard sob that had choked her, with bitter contempt 
she had flung out the words — " the people think you 
cared ’ 

And hadn’t she cared? Isma had wondered as 
Messaouda swept past her with another glance of 
passionate scorn and hatred And in her own rooms, 
where she had fled to escape from the noisy professional 
mourners whose frenzied wailings had jarred on her so 
horribly, she had told herself that she would always 
care Not m the way the people thought, but with 
deep self-reproach for her own shjare m the tragedy of 
his short life, with feelmgs of everlasting indebtedness 
for the mercy he had shown, and with sorrowful pity 
that would make it easy for her to remember him only 
as, dying, he had begged he might be remembered 

Alone m the room she could scarcely yet realise 
he would never enter again, where everywhere she 
looked she saw the personal trifles he had kept there for 
his convenience still lying amongst her own belongings, 
memories had crowded in upon her, memories of 
the hours they had sat there together, when she had 
watched his every movement with shivering fear and 
horror , memories of the illness through which he had 
nursed her with a woman's tenderness, of the long days 
of convalescence that only his unfailing patience and 
kindness had made endurable Hunger and weariness 
alflee forgotten for long after the room grew dark she 
had crouched on the side of the bed with her facebuned 
m her hands, living over the months that were past, 
months he could have made so different, that might 
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have left such very different memories And thinking 
and remembering, shuddering at the thought of what 
might have been before her now had he not spared 
her, gratitude had filled her heart to overflowing again 
and she had wept for him with tears that even Arne 
could not have grudged 

Nerve-racked with all she had gone through and 
physically exhausted from the speedy nde back to the 
city, speed that had been maintained at her own 
insistence, she had crept into bed that night almost m 
a state of collapse And for a week, seeing no one but 
Fatima and Sahadana, she had remained in her own 
rooms, trying to realise the change that Said s death 
would make for her, trying to keep herself from think- 
ing of the freedom that even yet might never be hers, 
of the future that still seemed so dark and uncertain 

Whether, in spite of what she had said, there was 
anything to be feared from Messaouda or not she 
neither knew or cared Fear of Messaouda had gone 
for ever And, for the rest, she had Said's revolver 
handed to her when he had given his orders for her 
safety before he died, and, with it, the will to use it 
on herself if need be It was not the people, from both 
Fatima and Sahadana she had learned that their 
feelings towards her were unchanged, but Ishak she had 
m mind — Ishak who would return as lord of life and 
death to the city that now, presumably, was his , Ishak 
over whom there would no longer be any restraint, 
whose love for one woman did not keep him from 
desiring many '-and she had been one of the many 

The soft lines of Isma's small oval face had hardened 
to a look of stem resolve as she sat fingering the only 
gift die had ever accepted from the man who for nearly 
a year had been her husband 

But when at last she forced herself to leave the- 
restful qtuet of her own rooms it was without the 
weapon that might some tune be so necessary, for 
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she knew it would be weeks before Ishak could 
even hear of what had happened and as many more 
weeks before he could possibly reach the city And 
the necessity for it seemed further off than ever when, 
later that morning, she heard, not from Messaouda 
who was working with her secretary but from the 
marabout whom she found sitting in the courtyard, 
that no messenger had as yet been sent to Ishak with 
the news of his inheritance " What need, while he still 
lives ? " the old priest had added, jerking a claw-like 
hand towards the wing of the palace where the chief 
of the ben Aissa, kept m merciful ignorance of his son’s 
death, lay with only a spark of hfe flickering m him 
But the jealous gleam that had flashed into the mara- 
bout’s sunken eyes had faded as quickly and with a 
heavy sigh he had begun to rock backwards and for- 
wards again, muttering the prayers her question had 
interrupted 

In the quiet of her own rooms, asleep often m the 
daytime as well as at night, Isma had managed to a 
certain extent to hold her thoughts m check But 
brought into immediate contact once more with the 
hfe she had tried for the last week to forget thought 
hadnsen beyond, control and, too agitated to keep still, 
all that morning and for the greater part of the after- 
noon she had walked up and down the courtyard, 
wrestling with the awful fear that she might never 
escape, nevei regam her liberty or reach England to beg 
for David’s forgiveness even if that was all he had left 
to give her Hour after hour, with humed feverish 
steps, die had paced the tessellated pavement until, m 
very terror of her own thoughts, she had longed desper- 
ately for some occupation, no matter how trivial, that 
might help to keep her mind off herself 

And before the day was out occupation had been 
literally thrust upon her 

Absorbed in the final preparations for the great 
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rising that was all she lived for now and in which 
alone she found some slight relief from her sorrow for 
the last week Messaouda had had no time or inclination 
to attend to mere domestic details, and for lack of any 
definite control chaos had begun to reign in the once 
well organised household With characteristic native 
eagerness to shift the burden of responsibility to any 
shoulders other than their own, from the mistress they 
dare not approach the servants and negro slaves turned 
m a body to the one they considered had an equal nght 
to command, and Isma found herself not only besieged 
by a tearful staff imploring for orders but confronted 
at the same time with a dozen or more disputes and 
petty quarrels to settle as best she could Uncongenial 
though the work was she welcomed it thankfully And 
with the knowledge gained after a year spent m an 
Arab house, with the memory of the duties that had 
been forced on her before Said took her to the border, 
and of which he had known nothing, still fresh in her 
mind her task was easier than it might have been 
The servants' confidence in her gave her confidence m 
herself, strengthened the new feeling of assurance that 
made her indifferent now to Messaouda s opposition and 
hatred — -indifference so complete that later in the 
evening after she had finished her solitary meal, 
prompted by the real affection she had for the old man 
who had always been kind to her she went without 
hesitation to his room to announce quietly to Mes- 
saouda that she was able and willing to take over the 
night nursmg again 

For a moment as they faced each other across the 
wasted figure lying on the bed Isma had thought there 
was going to be a repetition of the ugly scene of months 
before that had led to the breach between Said and his 
sister, and die had braced herself to meet the explosion 
that seemed imminent But the anguish she saw 
mingled with the anger in Messaouda’s haggard eyes 
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had brought a rush of pity that softened the hard look 
that had come to her own face "You can't do every- 
thing, ’ she had said gently, " you’ll have a breakdown 
if you don’t take more rest, and that won't help either 
you or your people If you’re afraid to leave me with 
your father, if you can't trust me alone with him, you 
can send Lakadha to see I don't do him any harm if 
you like But for your own sake, for youi people's 
sake, go and get some sleep ” 

For another moment Messaouda had stood staring 
at her, sullenly, antagonistically, then with a smothered 
sob she had gone swiftly and silently from the room 
But Lakadha had not been sent And from that night 
on Isma had watched through the dark hours alone, 
wondering each time she came if it would be the last 
and marvelling with every succeedmg dawn at the 
dying man’s tenacious hold on life, at the strength that 
stall lay in his frail body 

In the fixed routine she had set herself one day 
differed httle from another, and m their similianty im- 
perceptibly they slid into weeks, weeks that in their 
turn brought no change and still no word from either 
Hoyt or Ishak 

Compelled of necessity to sleep m the mornings she 
was seldom free to take any exercise until the late 
afternoon Sometimes it was only to the streets she 
went, to talk with the people who always gathered 
eagerly at her coming, who she knew, in Spite of their 
disappointed hopes, loved her for the sake of the dead 
man who had been their god At other tames, driven 
nearly mad by thought, the narrow streets seemed even 
more prison-hke than the palace, and with Sahadana 
pounding behind her she would ride down the steep 
ramp away from the city and gallop the hill-encircled 
"plain until the horses were white with foam But it 
was to the httle observation platform, so often her 
refuge before, that she went most often And a sure 
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refuge still from interruption and intrusion it was on the 
old wooden bench beside the whitewashed parapet she 
was sitting this afternoon, three months after Said s 
death, staring with dull hopelessness at the northern 
hills and wincing from time to time at the sounds of 
wailing that floated up from the streets below 
Since midnight, when the old Sheik's long struggle 
for life had ended suddenly, those harsh discordant 
cries had rung m her ears, straining her already over- 
strained nerves until she could have shrieked with the 
torment of them, and as soon as she was able she had 
fled from the palace Yet even here they penetrated, 
destroying the calm stillness of the evenmg 
Broken utterly by this second sorrow all Messaouda s 
pride and revengeful anger had fallen from her, and m 
a complete revulsion of feeling that was as genuine as it 
was sudden humbly and pathetically she had turned to 
Isma, rather than to her own people, for help and conso- 
lation And with compassion that was bom of her own 
misery and loneliness that made her able to forget how 
greatly Messaouda had contributed to that misery, 
Isma had done what she could, banishing the shrieking 
servants from the room and staying with her for the 
remainder of the night and ah through the following 
morning Not until the late afternoon, when Mes- 
saouda had fallen asleep at last from sheer exhaustion, 
had she stolen away m search of the fresh air and quiet 
she herself was craving far more than sleep 
But the quiet she had sought had brought neither rest 
nor peace for she could not tear her thoughts from some- 
thing that Messaouda in the new confidence established 
between them had told her that morning, something 
that had gone far to kill the hope she had clung to 
all these last weeks Yet it had not been altogether 
unexpected She had had her own suspicions lately - " 
that there was more than the shadow of death banging 
over this city where she had suffered so much Now 
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she knew But what was it ? What did it all mean ? 
she wondered with an involuntary shudder What else 
was coming to the ben Aissa and to her whose fate 
seemed bound up with theirs ? What was the real 
reason of the silence that for the last three months had 
left them isolated and without news of the outside 
world ? What were Hoyt and Ishak doing, and not 
only they but every other member of the wide-spread 
organisation, that no answer came to the repeated 
messages that had been sent «* Not even from Abdul 
Rahman, and he lived nearest, had there been any word 
And of the messengers who had ridden with those 
letters not one had ever returned Man after man had 
vanished as completely as if the earth had swallowed 
them up, and with the need for all the men she 
had — for the Moroccans were out again in force — 
Messaouda had ceased for some weeks past to try 
and communicate with her associates 

Frantically she had wrung her hands while she ad- 
mitted it, and with a fresh outburst of tears she had 
flung herself on the floor and buned her face in Isma s 
lap Were their plans, the result of long years of 
thought and toil, to come to nothing after all — and now 
when all they were waiting for was A1 s return from 
America ? she had wailed Had he, who had never 
failed before, failed in this last and most important 
mission and by his failure shaken the confidence of the 
others ? What else could account for his silence and 
theirs? But why did he keep her m ignorance , why, 
when he must know how anxious she was, hadn't he 
come to report that failure and arrange some plan to 
retrieve it ? His influence with the league had been 
second only to Said's, and now when he was needed 
more urgently than ever before, where was he, where 
-was he ? 

Ever since Messaouda uttered it that question had 
been hammering m Isma’s brain, was hammering still 
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as she sat now staring at the northern hills with growing 
fear in her eyes For of all she had learned that morn- 
ing Hoyt’s complete disappearance was the tiling that 
touched her nearest All her hope of returning to 
England, of ever seemg David agam, hope that had 
risen afresh with Said s death, had been pinned on him 
Convinced that sooner or later his love for Messaouda 
would draw him back to the city, that he would help 
her when he knew her need, night and day she had 
prayed for his coming And now more than ever did 
her sole chance of escape seem to he with him In the 
extraordinary circumstances existing at present only 
he could get her out of the country, only he could save 
her from Ishak. If he was here he could do it, would 
do it But he was not here And before he came, if 
he ever came, she might be dead 

It was not the fear of death, for she was not afraid 
to die, that brought the choking cry to her hps but 
the thought of David left for ever without knowledge 
of the love that had come to her, without knowledge 
of the remorse and sorrow she had implored God on 
her knees she might be spared to tell him And with 
outflung hands gripping the edge of the low parapet, 
with her head sunk on the hard stone, giving way at last 
to the despair she had been fighting for hours she lay 
writhing in agony that was beyond tears Only to see 
him, even for a moment, to feel the clasp of his arms, 
the touch of hisjbips on hers agam David — who had 
wanted her as she wanted him now , who would have 
waited, as he had promised, for the love that would 
have come , who in this as always had known fax better 
than she Why, oh, why had she been such a fool — 
•such a selfish pitiful fool ? Why hadn’t she trusted 
him, thought of him before herself, gone to him when he 
begged her ? And It was so little he had asked, and for" 
that little he would have given all he possessed m 
return, all a man could give who loved as he loved— 
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just everything her heart was breaking for Why 
hadn't she known, oh God, why hadn't she known then 
what she was throwing away — what suffering she was 
•to bring to them both ? If he hated her now it was no 
more than she deserved no more than she ought to 
expect And perhaps he did hate her — perhaps that 
was why he no longer came to her in her dreams, why 
for weeks past she had lost that strange haunting sense 
of his nearness It had hurt — dear G od, how it had hurt, 
torturing her with its impossibility Yet even when it 
hurt most it had also helped, had seemed to lessen the 
distance between them, to bring them closer in spirit if 
m nothing else Now not even that shadowy comfort 
was left to her, and without it she was more utterly 
alone than she had ever been Utterly alone 

One hard sob burst from her and then she lay still, 
striving to think only of him, to find fresh strength and 
courage, just in the mere utterance of his name And 
over and over, while the evening shadows darkened, 
she whispered it David, David Oh, David, David I 

Lost m her own grief she had ceased to hear the 
wailing that still rose shrilly from every comer of the 
city Even the muezzin’s cry close above her head 
went unnoticed, and the last faint echo of the long sus- 
tained Allah — ilia — ilia had died away before she was 
roused by the sound of Sahadana's rough guttural voice 
Mechanically she sat up but it was a moment or two 
before she could collect herself sufficiently to take in what 
he was saying, to understand that Messaouda had sent 
for her Then, when at last she did understand, the 
urgency m the burly negro's tone sent her hurriedly 
to her feet, her heart pounding But the question that 
nearly escaped her was not one she cared to ask 
Sahadana, and with him stalking like a dark shadow 
si, her heels she took her way silently back to the 
palace 

It was a shadow she no, longer tried to avoid, nor did 
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the perpetual surveillance that had once been so intoler- 
able trouble her now Rather was she glad of it, for 
deep down inside her she had a feeling that some day' 
she might owe more than just her life to Sahadana s. 
devotion and watchfulness And to-night, for the 
thought that had leapt to her mind, she was more thaiv 
ever thankful he was close at hand 

But amongst the crowd collected in the torch-lrl> 
courtyard were only faces she trusted, and with a quick 
sigh of relief she ran up the steps to the room she had 
not entered for months 

There was no apparent change m it except the 
portrait of Hosem hanging uncovered as she had seen it 
once before The only change was in Messaouda, a 
change so startling that Ismas hurrying feet slowed 
almost to a standstill For the calm-faced resolute- 
looking woman who rose to meet her bore no resem- 
blance to the distraught exhausted girl she had left 
less than three hours ago and instinctively she guessed 
that even if it was not what she had feared some other 
happening, perhaps equally momentous, had occurred 
durmg her absence 

" Has Mr Hoyt come ? ” she blurted out breath- 
lessly But the hope she had caught at died again 
when Messaouda shook her head 

‘ No,” she replied with a sad little smile " I wish he 
had, for I never needed him more It’s trouble that s 
come, bad trouble on the border One of the patrols 
has been cut up near — near the Bab-el-Hetub,' —her 
firm voice faltered as she named the locality that had 
already brought disaster on the ben Aissa, but with an 
effort she steadied it "l hey were the usual number, 
forty and picked men all of them, but the Moroccans 
were nearly three bundled strong and it was just a — a 
massacre Only two got away — Allah alone kngws 
how, or how they managed to reach home " They are 
both hacked almost to pieces and they couldn t tell 
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me more than just the bare facts If some of the 
shepherds hadn't found them and brought them in they 
wouldn t have lived to give us any warning at all ” 
Except for that one falter Messaouda had spoken 
calmly, almost callously of the fate of her men But 
the sob that broke from her when she stopped speaking 
Showed how deep were the feelings she was endeavour- 
ing to hide, and with the horror of recollection m her 
own wide dilated eyes Isma caught her hand and held 
it tightly 

" Oh, my dear— how ghastly,” she whispered, “ but 
three hundred — three hundred raiders ? ” 

Messaouda looked at her oddly for a moment, her 
bps tightening 

" It isn’t a question of raiding any longer,” she said 
slowly, ‘ it’s war And now — of all times, when I need 
all the men I have here And why now ? That’s what 
I want to know most What’s behind it ? Who's 
pushing them ? ” 

Months ago Isma had heard Hoyt say the same thing, 
but the words that had conveyed nothing to her then 
had a grave significance now and she found herself 
suddenly wondering if there was really anything behind 
it, if something more than age-old racial hatred was 
-stirring the Moroccans to this new and determined 
activity Or was it merely coincidence Had the 
mews of Said’s death filtered across the border and the 
Moroccans been spurred by the thought that they had 
only a woman to deal with ? 

But each succeeding question seemed as unanswerable 
as the last, and her mind turned quickly again to the 
more vital problem of the moment 
“ What are you going to do ? ’ she asked 
*' Do ? " Messaouda echoed. With a mirthless little 
bmgh There s only one thing to do Hit back 
quick— and hard, before they expect it This is the 
first big move they ve made for years and I ve got to 
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crush it if I have to call up the whole tnbe But that 
will take time, and time is everything to us now 
Even a day s delay might make all the difference 
So I m sending five hundred to the border to-night ' 
Isma’s lips pursed in a soundless whistle Five 
hundred meant all the fighting men in the city 
" But that will leave you with no force here at all, 
she exclaimed 

Messaouda shrugged her shoulders " I know, but 
I can’t help it,” she replied, " my hand’s forced and 
I’ve got to risk it And it will be only for a few days 
I’ve sent for others to replace them The orders went 
an hour ago,” she added, pushing the heavy hair from 
her forehead with a tired sigh 
And, oddly that simple statement of fact seemed to 
bring the real exigency of the position, the burden 
thrust on Messaouda, more home to Isma than any- 
thing that had gone before, and greater pity than she 
had yet felt filled her as she stood staring at the 
beautiful sad face that was so strangely and unnatur- 
ally calm 

“ Why didn’t you send for me sooner ? ” she said, 
almost reproachfully, “ wasn't there anything I could 
do to help you ? ” 

For the first time since Isma had entered the room a 
rush of tears came to Messaouda’s eyes 

‘ Haven t you done enough already to help me who 
never helped you in your trouble ? ” die muttered un- 
steadily " When I think of it, it just ” 

“ Oh, don’t — please don t,” Isma broke m hurriedly 
” It's past and done with — I told you last night You 
just didn’t understand that's all And perhaps it was 
my own fault you didn’t understand But I don't 
want to talk of it agam, ever It s not the past but 
the present we have to think of now So tell me whq£J 
can do There must have been something you wanted 
or you wouldn’t have sent for me,” the added with a 
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smile, determined there should be no repetition if she 
could help it of the painful scene that had taken place 
between them the previous night when all her efforts 
had failed to stem Messaouda s terrible self-abasement 
Go through another scene of the kind she could not 
and would not And if Messaouda thought her hard, 
then she must just think it 
But Messaouda had no such thought Brushing the 
tears from her eyes she picked up the burnous Isma 
had thrown off a few minutes before, and held it out 
to her 

‘ There is something you can do,” she said quietly 
“ Will you nde down to the plain with me ? The men 
want you ” 

" The men ? ” Isma repeated wondenngly 
Messaouda nodded “ The men of — of your own 
patrol ' she explained wincing as she had winced when 
she spoke of the Bab-el-Hetub " Abdulla is in com- 
mand, and they always work with him They are 
starting in a few mmutes, and they want you to wish 
them God-speed before they go ” 

With a lump m her throat that kept her from speak- 
ing Isma followed Messaouda to the torch-kt courtyard 
and through the surging yelling crowd of townspeople to 
the street where Lakadha and Sahadana stood waiting 
with the horses And as they wound carefully down 
the long-ramp her eyes that had been dry all day were 
brimming with tears For she knew that as long as she 
lived she would never forget the gentleness and con- 
sideration of those fierce desert men after Said's death 
and the care they had taken of her And now, nding 
perhaps to their own death, it was for a last word with 
her and for her good wishes they were asking 
Drawn up in two long lines midway between the foot 
}f the ramp and the shadowy blackness of the adjacent 
palm gardens the five hundred mehansts sat motionless 
an their tall mounts, ghostlike and silent in the brilliant 
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moonlight until Isma and Messaouda reached the plain 
and, wheeling their horses, started to ride slowly down 
the narrow lane left open between them Then a 
npple of movement ran through their serried ranks and 
swinging their rifles high they burst mto a wild roar 
of acclamation 

" Ya, Messaouda Ya, Isma ” 

Again and again it came, splitting the deep stillness 
of the night and echoing weirdly from the rocks above 
And thrillmg to the sound of her own name, conscious 
of the real affection that prompted those deafening 
shouts, Isma wondered how she could ever have thought 
silly and theatrical the homage that now touched her 
so profoundly 

Yet of it all it was the parting with Abdulla and the 
survivors of her own patrol that moved her most, and 
as they pressed round her kissing her hands and calling 
down Allah’s blessings on her head the tears stood 
thick in her eyes again and her words of farewell were 
as husky and broken as theirs And for long after 
they were gone she sat silent on her restive horse, 
watching their swift passage across the moon-lit plam 
until they were lost amongst the dark shadows of the 
encircling hills Messaouda too, with thoughts of her 
own to keep her silent, had little to say during the nde 
back to the city, and very shortly aftei the evening 
meal she suggested that bed was the best place for both 
of them 

Tired out with the strain of the preceding twenty- 
four hours Isma nearly slept the clock round, and it 
was late m the following afternoon before she woke to 
swallow the food Fatima had brought, scramble into 
her clothes, and go in search of Messaouda 

A chill wind met her as she ran down the staircase, 
and pausing in the courtyard to look upwards shejggw 
that the sky which last night had been so clear was 
covered now with heavji black clouds Moving 
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sluggishly before the storm that was rolling up slowly 
from the north they hung like a pall over the city, 
deepening the air of mystery which always seemed to 
envelop it and increasing the gloom that already per- 
vaded the empty streets Never since she came to the 
country had she seen such a threatening or more 
appalling-looking sky and wondering when the storm 
would break, wondering if the five hundred mehansts 
had ridden beyond its reach or if not where it would 
catch them she lingered for a time watching the sullen 
drifting mass bank higher and higher until a sudden 
sharp spatter of ram drove her to seek shelter 
The old marabout and a half-dozen of the more 
prominent and influential elders of the city were 
descending the stairway from Messaouda’s rooms 
when Isma came into the entry, and for men who 
yesterday had displayed the utmost signs of sorrow and 
dejection she thought they looked singularly smiling and 
pleased with themselves Yet it was not a thought that 
caused her any great surprise, she was used by now to 
the mercurial temperament of the Arab, and dismissing 
it and them from her mind she humed on to the steps 
But when she readied the inner room the half smile 
that still fingered on her own lips vanished at the 
sight of Messaouda weeping bitterly before the portrait 
of Hosein Drawing back to the curtains she had just 
parted she was on the point of slipping away again 
when Messaouda turned and called to her 
" My dear, there's no need to apologise I wanted 
you to sleep I told Fatima not to wake you,” she 
smiled through her tears as Isma began rather inco- 
herently to explain her late appearance* "and you 
couldn t have helped me with what I ve had to do to- 
day ‘•-But I'm glad you’ve come now I’ve something 
tojtell you ” She paused for a moment, her glance 
straying back to her husband’s picture Then, drop- 
ping on to the divan and drawing Isma down beside 
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her ' It’s stupid of me to be upset like this,” she went 
on, dashing the tears from her eyes impatiently “ It’s 
not as if I hadn t thought of it before I've been ex- 
pecting it ever since Said was killed, ever since I knew 
that the hope we had when he married you was — was 
not to be ’ Checked by a heavy sigh she paused again, 
and without noticing the quick flush that flamed in 
Isma’s sensitive face she sat for some time staring at 
the little amulet she was turning and twisting between 
her fingers 

When at last she spoke her voice was curiously 
dispassionate considering what she had to say 

“ You must have passed Sidi Mahmud and the others 
on the stairs They’ve been here for hours They 
came to speak to me about Ishak — to tell me they refuse 
to accept him, that they will have no chief but me 
I’m glad — of course, though it s only postponing the 
difficulty for a few years If Hosem had lived, if my 
boy had lived, it would have been different But there 
is no one to follow after me, or ever will be I can’t 
put anyone in Hosem s place — I told them just now 
when they urged it — and when I die it will be the end, 
the end of the house of ben Aissa But you know 
what my people are — the future is with Allah, and it 
is only the present that concerns them And Sidi 
Mahmud, and the others have gone away happy because, 
for the present, things axe to be as they wish ’ 

Sheer amazement kept Isma silent for a moment or 
two, for though all her sympathies were with the deci- 
sion that had been made the calmly uttered announce- 
ment had filled her with overwhelming consternation 
That the people should prefer Messaouda’s rule to 
Ishak’s was understandable, but that they should 
imagine he could be so easily disposed of left her 
gasping 

" I don’t wonder they've revolted agamst Ishak,” 
die said at length, with an involuntary shiver, ** but 
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what’s he going to do about it ? You can t possibly 
think he’ll take this — lying down ? And are you so 
sure of all your people, Messaouda ? Hasn't he any 
following amongst them at all ? ” 

“ There are a few jackals who run at his heels, for 
what they can get,” Messaouda replied contemptuously, 
“ but most of them went with him to Algiers, and the 
few who remain won't trouble us — after to-mght It's 
no good, my dear,” she said firmly as she met Isma’s 
horrified look, “ I can’t afford to take any risks now 
I know who I'm dealing with, and it's just a necessary 
precaution that's forced on me There is no room here 
any longer for any of Ishak’s friends,” she added And 
the cold pitilessness of her tone sent another shiver 
rippling down Isma's spine 

“ But he has friends elsewhere,” she burst out, " and 
if they help him ” 

Messaouda’ s eyes flashed " Let them help him, let 
him take his chieftainship if he can,” she cried proudly 
" It will only be when I am dead The people have 
made their choice, and the City of Stones will stand in 
ruins before he sets foot in it again ” With a con- 
fident little laugh she turned to the low stool near her 
to read through the bundle of papers the marabout had 
left for her signature 

And wishing she could feel even a little of the same 
confidence Isma scrambled to her feet and going to one 
of the windows stood looking out into the blackness, 
her mind in a ferment with the thoughts that came 
crowding one after the other in quick succession Ishak 
— the luckless men who perhaps at that very moment 
were being hounded through the streets to their death — 
and at last, for it had to be faced, the increased seri- 
ousness of her own predicament What chance was 
there now of leaving the city ? Already for some un- 
known reason cut off from all outside communication 
it would soon, she was convinced, be in a state of 
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siege, for Ishak was not the man to abandon lightly 
either the inheritance or the woman he coveted — and 
the way to the north would be more hopelessly blocked 
than it seemed to be at present And was it a time to 
plunge the country into civil war when war was immi- 
nent on the border ? Why couldn’t Messaouda have 
waited, at least until this trouble with the Moroccans 
was over ? And how was a breach between two 
prominent members of the league going to affect the 
plans for the great rising? Had Messaouda s self- 
satisfied advisers stopped to think of that, or were they 
banking on her extraordinary influence with her 
associates, banking too on the fact that behind Mes- 
saouda would assuredly be Hoyt with his own far- 
reaching influence and his colossal fortune to turn the 
scale of public opinion in her favour ? But where was 
Hoyt ? It all came back to that, and she was no 
further on than when she had wrestled with the same 
question yesterday 

As she whispered it the despair she had given way to 
then rushed over her again swamping all other thought, 
and deaf and blind to everything passing m the room 
behind her she had to be called twice before she realised 
that the evening meal was waiting 

It was eaten m almost uninterrupted silence, for 
neither were inclined to talk And when at length the 
tray was removed, and Lakadha had come and gone for 
the last time, Messaouda returned immediately to the 
papers she had been busy with before 

Hour after hour slipped by without a word being 
spoken until Isroa knew it must be past midnight 
Bat her mind was too full for any thought of sleep, and 
surrendering at last to a feeling of restlessness that had 
been growing on her for some time she rose from her own 
comer of the divan and fell to pacing the room She 
had only taken a few turns up and down when there was 
a heavy roll of thunder, and the storm she had expected 
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would break before this broke with sudden and tre- 
mendous fury 

All her life she had loved thunderstorms, and 
irresistibly drawn now to the window she pressed close 
to the iron bars to watch the vivid flashes of jagged 
forked lightning which, splitting the heavens in all 
directions and almost incessant, was throwing a lurid 
glare over the courtyard and the range of buildings 
opposite The whole sky seemed a mass of flame 
And fascinated and absorbed Isma craned nearer and 
nearer to the grille, forgetful of everything for the 
moment but the awful grandeur of the scene 
Undisturbed by the storm Messaouda remained 
immersed in her work until a particularly brilliant 
flash that was followed by a more violent peal of 
thunder than before, made her glance up with a smile 
“ That was close, ’ she exclaimed “ I wonder if it 
struck anything 'Which way did it go ? " 

Rubbing dazzled eyes Isma turned from the window 
and went back to the divan 

“ I couldn't see,” she laughed, " I ” Her voice 

broke m a startled exclamation, for above the heavy 
rolling of the thunder she thought she had heard another 
sound, a sound that drove the colour from her lips and 
held her rigid with apprehension while she strained 
her ears to listen Quickly it came agam, the sharp 
unmistakable crackle of rifle shots, and with it this 
time, from the courtyard, a wild clamour of savage 
yells and shouts 

In an instant Messaouda was on her feet, her face 
gone suddenly ashen But before she could speak 
there was a rush of trampling feet on the staircase, a 
wilder nearer yell, the curtains of the anteroom were 
tom back and Lakadha, bleeding from a dozen wounds, 
slaggered through the opening Stumbling a couple 
of steps he stood swaying, muttering inarticulately 
The next moment he was hurled aside and hidden from 
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sight bj. the swarm of khaki-clad red-fezzed Soudanese 
soldiers who poured m after him to lme up and fill 
the room until only a narrow passage was left clear to 
the door that gave on to the landing 

A single groan had burst from Messaouda at their 
entrance and for a moment her slim shoulders had 
sagged as under a crushing blow But now, with 
compressed bps, she stood proudly and defiantly erect, 
her right hand thrust m the silks that covered her 
heaving breast, her beautiful face set like a frozen 
mask And heart-sick at the thought of what this 
must mean to her Isma's fingers clenched tighter over 
her cold ones as, equally erect and still, she waited 
beside her, staring at the three figures walking slowly 
towards them 

To the salutes of Captain Dupont and the grey- 
haired major with him she made no return It was 
the central Arab-clad figure that held all her attention 
And seethmg rage filled her as she looked at the mag- 
nificent proportions and handsome sneering face of 
the man whose coming she had so dreaded, and dreaded 
more now though no longer for her own sake In a 
flash she realised why and how he had come and anger 
turned to even more bitter loathmg and contempt 

Intermittent outbursts of firing still echoed from the 
courtyard and all about the palace, sounds that merely 
intensified the deep hush that hung over the room 
And so long and so bomble did the short moments of 
waiting seem that it was almost a relief to Isma when 
less than a dozen paces from them, the major motioned 
to his companions to halt and, saluting again punctili- 
ously, made a step forward alone But as he did so 
Ishak shaking off Duponts detaining hand, moved 
swiftly to his side 

" Permit, monsieur, that I explain certain matters to 
my cousin first," he said suavely in his villainous 
French 
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For a moment the major hesitated, looking at him 
doubtfully, then with a shrug and a nod of acquiescence 
he drew back 

One quick glance Ishak threw at Isma before gloat- 
ingly, exultantly, his flaming eyes fastened on Mes- 
saouda And that he had already m some way learned 
of his threatened deposition, that fierce desire was 
mingled now with hatred and a lust for revenge as 
fierce was very evident, for it was exultant words that 
came pouring from him, pitiless words spoken as by a 
master to a slave, brutalities that turned Isma cold and 
sick, that eventually brought exclamations of protest 
and indignation even from the hardened Frenchmen 
But nothing he could say appeared to move Messaouda 
Facing him unflinchingly, her proud head held high, 
she listened in disdainful silence while with cruel 
frankness he sketched the life that would be hers under 
his domination And when at last, and then only at 
the major’s angry insistence, he broke off with a final 
brutal taunt two words were all she uttered 
With a sudden forceful movement that sent Isma 
reefing back against the divan she leaned forward, her 
right hand flashing out from her breast with m it the 
revolver that had lam hidden there 
“ Thou dog 1 ” she cned, and shot him And as 
the big Arab fell dead at her feet, with a louder 
ringing cry of “ Hosem ” she turned the weapon on 
herself 

The reports had come almost simultaneously, and 
too late to prevent what they had never anticipated the 
two officers leapt now to catch her as she fell Yet it 
was Isma who reached her first, to lower her gently to 
the rug and then turn m a fury of passionate rage on 
the men whose aid she scorned 
2 Don’t touch her, don't dare to touch her,” she 
muttered fiercely “ It’s your doing, your fault as 
much as his ” And gathering the slender lifeless body 
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in her arms she stumbled to the divan to lay it where 
she knew Messaouda would have wished to he 
But as she knelt, trying with shaking fingers to wipe 
the blood from the gaping wound that disfigured the 
lovely peaceful face, a chance bullet from outside 
crashed through the window above her, there was a 
sound like the snapping of a piano wire, and dislodged 
from its place the heavily framed portrait of Hosein 
fell with stunning force on her head 


The storm had gone with the dawn, and bright 
sunlight was streaming into Isma’s room when she 
woke from the deep sleep that had followed uncon- 
sciousness 

At first her mmd was a complete blank, and too 
drowsy still to open her eyes she lay for some time 
wondering at the feeling of lassitude that made effort 
of any kind seem a sheer impossibility and why her 
head ached so badly Then suddenly she remembered — 
hornble detail after horrible detail and shivering with 
nausea she rolled over on to her side burying her face 
m the pillow Messaouda was dead and Ishak — her 
fingers dug into the silken bed coverings while shudder 
after shudder shook her But gradually she regamed 
control of herself and moving her head so that she 
could see the blank wall beside her she tried to bring her 
confused recollections into order, to recall what had 
happened after she had laid Messaouda on the divan 
She had been kneeling there, her hands and the front 
of her dress crimson with the blood that welled from 
that dreadful wound, and then had come — blackness 
Now she wals m her own room, with dean hands and 
the stained dress replaced by the old silk kimono that 
was getting so threadbare. Who had brought her here 
and looked after her ? Was anyone, perhaps Fatima, 
still m the room with her ? 
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Slowly noiselessly, slie twisted round, raising her 
eyes to the window For a moment the bright light 
bhnded her Then as her sight cleared, and she could 
see plainly, all the little strength she had seemed to 
desert her, and almost suffocated with the wild beating 
of her heart she stared and stared, praying passionately 
that she was sane and awake and not mad or dreaming 
— the dream that had come so often befoie But in an 
instant she knew beyond any doubt that the tall 
powerfully built figure standing m the deep embrasure 
with his back turned to her was no dream-man, no 
trick of fancy this time to torture her with its impossi- 
bility He was real and he was here How seemed a 
matter of no unportance at the moment It was enough 
for her that he had come, that the prayers she had 
despaired of being answered were answered at last 

Coatless, the sleeves of his flannel shirt rolled above 
his elbows, his breeches and field boots still thick with 
dust and sand, he stood slightly bent forward peering 
down into the courtyard below — the solid embodiment 
of all her hope and longing And famt with the joy 
and thankfulness that overwhelmed her she lay 
motionless, her eyes travelling wistfully over the long 
length of him while she struggled with the word her 
trembling lips refused to form 

“ David" 

Low though it was when it came the whisper reached 
him, and turning from the window he made a few steps 
towards her 

“ Yes," he answered Then as she tried to sit up 
" Lie still," he added quickly, “ you had a nasty crack 
on the head last night, and you’d better keep quiet for 
a bit yet " 

There was no more interest or concern in his grave 
look than a stranger might have shown And the 
gfeeting which was so different to what she had ex- 
pected, the total lack of emotion in his cool passionless 
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voice brought a sudden chill to her heart and a 
feeling of desolation and loss that crushed her For she 
had not been conscious to hear the French Army 
surgeon’s warnings of the possible consequence of the 
blow on her head following the strain and shock she had 
undergone, and she could not know that it was just 
fear for her that had driven all expression from Arne s 
face and kept him now standing stiffly at the foot of 
the bed with the hands he could not trust thrust deep 
m his breeches pockets Instead she leapt to the only 
conclusion his attitude seemed to suggest, and miserably 
she told herself that he didn’t care any longer, that 
whatever else it might be it was not love that had 
brought him 

Bitter tears brimmed in her eyes, and hastily she 
slid an arm across her face to hide them “ How- 
why did you come ? ” she muttered dully 

“ Don’t bother about that now,” was the quiet reply, 
" there will be plenty of time to tell you later Sleep 
is the best thing for you at present ” 

And his very reluctance to speak merely strengthened 
her conviction His love was dead, killed by her own 
indifference, and he had come simply from some 
chivalrous sense of obhgation, because there was no 
one else to bother what became of her, because Arnes 
and Crichtons had always held together — just the old 
family tradition That was all, and all she deserved 
And there was nothing left for her now but to keep 
him from ever knowing, to hide the pain that was 
almost driving her to his feet to sob out the love he 
did not want any more 

Forcing back the tears that were still welling she 
sat up, bunching the pillows behind her in spite of 
Ins protests “ I don’t want-— to sleep,” she said 
jerkily " There's no need to fuss about a headache I 
want to know — why you came I want to know now*" 
That she could misunderstand, that she could doubt 
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him in any way whatsoever, never occurred to him 
His only thought as he looked dubiously at her flushed 
face, at the deep blue unnaturally bright eyes that never 
quite met his, was an anxious wonder whether agree- 
ment or refusal was better for her m her present 
excited state In the end he chose what seemed the 
lesser nsk and moving nearer he dropped down on the 
end of the bed with a little tired grunt 

" Kick me off if I’m m the way,’’ he smiled, but it 
was a fleeting smile that passed quickly And as he 
sat for a few moments, staring silently about the room 
his eyes were sombre with the torment of fierce hatred 
and jealousy that had been seething in him ever since 
he entered it 

A faint sigh which he thought was impatience 
checked his thoughts at last, and with all expression 
gone from his face again he plunged abruptly into 
speech 

“ I got the letter you sent by Hoyt, and as you told 
me there might be no opportunity to send another I 
didn’t expect one m a hurry I knew you meant to 
stay here several months, and that you had an idea 
of going out to America again for the rest of the summer 
before returning to England, so I took no news for 
good news — though I rather wondered you didn’t 
cable from somewhere — and I didn’t worry overmuch,” 
— a mental prayer that the lie might be forgiven him 
went with the words “ Then m the early autumn I 
got a letter from Dilkes, your lawyer, asking if I knew 
anything of your whereabouts as he was getting uneasy 
himself and the servants you left in the London house 
had got the wind up properly I knew you wouldn’t 
want flaming headlines m all the papers so I wrote 
telling him to keep the servants’ mouths shut, and not 
|o do anything till he heard from me again I wired to 
Hoyt m Algiers the same day, but I got no answer 
So I wired to the British Consul, without mentioning 
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you, and he wired back that the Hoyt s villa was closed 
I sat down then and did some hard thinking After 
what you said a year ago I didn't want to make myself 
a nuisance but it seemed — well, a bit odd that you 
hadn t let Dilkes, at least, know where you were In 
the end I decided to run over to Algiers and see if I 
could get any news of you there, while Dilkes got busy 
with the police in London All my arrangements were 
made and then I — I had a rush of unexpected and rather 
heavy work that made it impossible for me to leave 
home for a time ” 

The break m his quiet even voice had been only 
momentary and not until later did Isma learn what 
his anxiety for her would not let him tell her now, that 
it was his father s long illness and subsequent death 
that had kept him in England And with no thought 
m her mind yet for anything or anyone but him Isma 
never noticed the slight pause 

“ I did what I could m the meantime ” he went on m 
the same even tone, “ I wrote to the Consul in Algiers, 
explained the whole matter, and asked him to tackle 
the French authorities But they weren't helpful, said 
you had gone down mto the desert at your own risk, 
and that there were reasons, which they wouldn t define, 
that prevented them from making an inquiry at the 
moment In fact they seem to have snubbed the poor 
chap pretty considerably I urged him to stick to it, 
but we couldn’t get anything more out of them 
Towards the end of January Dilkes came to the Abbey 
for a consultation, at his wits' end to know what to do 
next as the police and the detectives he’d engaged 
had failed utterly m their efforts to trace you By an 
extraordinary chance that same night, while we were 
at dinner, I got an unsigned telegram from Lisbon 
saying you were still in the City of Stones and that 
there was trouble in the country ” 

“ From Lisbon ? " exclaimed Isma, roused at last to 
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something beyond the torturing joy of looking at him 
and listening to his voice 

" From Lisbon ” he repeated, “ and m view of what 
happened afterwards I can only think it must have 
come from Miss Hoyt But I didn’t care then who 
sent it The information was all I wanted, and all 
Dilkes wanted We got up to London in time for 
breakfast next morning, and then I went to the Foreign 
Office to pull all the strings I could Fortunately they 
were big ones, and m a few days I was able to get away 
with a mass of credentials and introductions that made 
things easy for me When I got to Algiers And I didn’t 
get there any too soon ” He paused for a moment, his 
gaze which had been fixed on his own dusty breeches 
shifting to her flushed intent face 
“ Do you know anything at all of what has been 
happening in this country lately ? ” he shot out 
The thought that she might be called as a witness to 
those happenings was horrible to Isma and her eyes 
flickered under his steady stare 

' A little, * she faltered, “ but if the French authori- 
ties want me ' 

“ You needn’t worry about them ” Arne broke m 
reassuringly, ‘ they know enough without troubling 
you for any information They’re out to make things 
as easy for you as possible, as easy as they’ve made 
them for me As a matter of fact they’ve been ex- 
tremely decent about it all, or I should never have 
managed to get down here And I must say I take 
off my hat to them for the way they’ve handled this 
affair The whole country might have been in a blaze, 
and now it's just — fizzled out and the chiefs who were 
implicated, those of them who are left alive, won t 
trouble the government again The French have 
Ijnown for some time that a revolt was brewing and 
the knowledge of it was due to Dupont It seems he's 
been suspicious of Hoyt for two or three years ” 
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" Where is Mr Hoyt, David ? ” 

At the sharp question Arne looked up slowly from 
the breeches he was again absently contemplating and 
before he spoke his eyes told Isma what she feared 
But it seemed to her that ever since last night she had 
known, and though her lips quivered her voice was 
steady when she murmured to him to go on 

And crossing one long leg over the other Arne took 
up the thread of his story “ When Dupont was con- 
vinced his suspicions were correct he reported to head- 
quarters But Hoyt had made such a position for 
himself in the country that Dupont only got laughed 
at for a fool, and a dressing-down from his superiors 
that might have choked him off if he hadn't been so 
keen He'd made up his mind there was something 
wrong about Hoyt so he ignored instructions and went 
quietly to work on his own account I got most of 
the details from hun on our way down here He 
hated the job, for he liked Hoyt personally, but he 
couldn’t put personal liking before duty, and he seems 
to have hung on like a terrier to the few clues he man- 
aged to pick up But they weren t many — Hoyt was 
too dam’ clever for him — and he’d come to a complete 
standstill when chance threw that fellow Ishak m his 
way I don t know what led up to it, Dupont rather 
skated over that, but it appears Ishak had some 

grievance against ” for an instant Arne hesitated, 

then " against the people in this place,” he went 

on, his voice gone suddenly hard as steel, " and the up- 
shot of it was he sold his cousins and the rest of Ins 
associates to the government for his own immunity and 
the promise of the chieftainship of the ben Aissa But 
that was afterwards At first only Dupont knew, and 
Dupont wasn’t risking another snubbing until he had 
got his evidence complete His Arabic is exceptionally 
good, and dressed as a nomad he followed you and Hoyt 
down here last year, and Ishak managed to smuggle 



THE CAPTIVE OF SAHARA 


26,9 

Turn mto the city somehow and hid him m some place 
or other that doesn't seem to be popular with the 
inhabitants " 

“ Then it was him I saw m the haunted square," 
Isma burst out And Arne nodded 

“ Yes, it was Dupont," he replied, " and he said you 
gave him one of the worst moments he’s ever experi- 
enced until he realised you'd taken him for a spook 
When he got back to Algiers after that trip he ripped 
m a report to headquarters that was a bombshell and 
things began to hum But Hoyt was in America and 
they wanted him back in the country before they 
moved, and above all things they wanted the business 
settled as quietly as possible and with as httle expense 
as might be Thanks to that swine Ishak they knew 
the names of all the chiefs who were in the league, and 
not only did they flood the country with spies but as 
the head and centre of the rebellion they drew a cordon 
round the ben Aissa, tightening it httle by httle until 
no one could get mto the territory and everyone who 
left it was arrested as soon as he got over the border 
The breakdown in the Wireless here was engineered of 
course by Ishak who had the operator in his pay 
When I readied Algiers Hoyt had been back a few 
weeks and was preparing to start for this place with 
another caravan of guns and ammunition The idea 
was to take him red-handed, so when they got the date 
and his route from Ishak a force was detailed to pre- 
cede him a few days before he got away, the orders bemg 
to arrest him and then carry on down here At the 
same time smaller detachments of troops were to be 
sent out over the country to rope m the remaining 
members of the league before they knew what was 
happenmg I don’t know how Hoyt came to be mixed 
up m this show and I can't pretend to any sympathy 
with the part he took m it, it was a dirty game the way 
he played it and he must have had some very strong 
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could yield to the kisses she was craving seemed to rise 
suddenly like a barrier between them, and jerking her 
head away she shrank back, trying to fend him from 
her 

" No, no, you mustn’t,” she wailed, “ not until you 
know ” 

The bitter hatred and jealousy he could not forget 
flamed in him afresh as he looked down into her piteous 
eyes, but he let no sign of it escape him and there was 
only infinite tenderness and understanding m the smile 
he gave her 

“ Dear foohsh child,” he said gently, “ there's 
nothing for you to worry about, or ever will be again 
if I can help it I know all I want to know all that 
concerns me, I mean I knew it this morning, long 
before you woke And the rest — can be forgotten ” 

" But how did you — know ? ” 

The muffled question came a few moments later from 
the breast of his flannel shirt where her face lay hidden, 
and with another soft httle laugh he drew her closer 
“ If you want to keep any secrets from me m the 
future, darling,” he murmured, " you’ll have to learn 
not to talk in your sleep ” 



